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Volume IV 


A Whitewashed Peace 


Book of Zhu Hou Zong 


Chapter One 


The Emperor is Very Sensitive 


In April of year sixteen of Just Virtue (AD 1521), Zhu Hou Zong came to the capital city. 


Prior to that, he had been living in Anlu of Huguang (now Zhongxiang of Hubei province). 
As a member of the royal family, it was not due to his modesty and reserve that he chose to 
live there. It was something that was beyond his control. His father, the Prince of Xingxian, 
was granted to reside there. As the descendant of a guardian prince, he didn’t have the 


permission to stay in the capital. 


Now the situation had changed. He already learned his cousin Zhu Hou Zhao was dead 
and he would be fortunate enough to become the new ruler of the world. 

The fifteen year old youth Zhu Hou Zong looked up at the magnificent walls of the capital 
city far away. The idea that he would soon become the master of this place made the excited 
blood rush to his brain. 

But before he could become so excited that warm tears would fill his eyes, a group of 
officials appeared. To his surprise, welcoming him was not their purpose for coming here. 

“Your Highness (he hadn’t taken the throne yet), please enter the palace from the East Gate 
of Peace and stay at the Hall of Virtue and Youth for the time being.” 

To an ordinary person, the request wouldn’t seem to be too sensitive. As long as one had 
arrived at the great capital, who would care which route to take to enter the city? As far as a 
residence, after becoming the emperor, everything would be yours, so you could choose to live 
anywhere. 


But Zhu Hou Zong didn’t like it. Not only did he not like it, he even showed great anger. 


To someone like him, who was a member of the royal family, he knew very clearly what 
that meant. It meant he would acced to the throne as a crown prince. 


Per Ming regulation, this route was specifically designated for the crown prince. 


“T want to enter through the Gate of Great Ming to the Hall of Heaven Worship!” 
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That was the real route for an emperor to enter the capital. 


But the officials wouldn’t consent and neither did they say much but chose to remain there 


to block his way. To them, the fifteen year old youth would submit and heed their demand. 
But Zhu Hou Zong was not someone who could be easily fooled. 


The fifteen year old youth possessed a talent. It was that kind of talent that attracted Yang 


Ting He, who decided to support him to become the new emperor. 


That talent of his was maturity. Although he was only fifteen, he was already skilled at 
calculation and was very shrewd. Being a teen, he was supposed to be at a period to grow his 
body, but the fellow obviously grew only his wits. 


He took out Zhu Hou Zhao’s imperial will and told them he came to succeed the throne 


per writs of laws. He didn’t come to become someone else’s son. 


After some lecture on the laws, Zhu Hou Zong started a lecture on butchery: If you dare to 
continue to block my way, then you will be the first ones that I’ll get rid of once I take the 
throne. 


But the stubbornness of the officials was way beyond his imagination. They displayed an 
attitude of being a dead pig that wouldn’t be afraid of being doused with boiling water. As far 
as he saw, it was like saying, if you, Zhu Hou Zong, want to enter the Gate of Great Ming, 


you ll have to walk over my dead body. 
“All right, I won’t go to the Gate of Great Ming.” Zhu Hou Zong sighed. It appeared he 
was about to give in. 
But before the officials could celebrate the victory, they heard the words that shocked them: 
“T’m not going to the East Gate of Peace. I’m going back to Anlu.” 


What ensued was the time for a collective silence. Before Zhu Hou Zong’s provocative eyes, 
the officials gave in. They looked at the seemingly tender youth and fell into an unprecedented 
panic. 

It doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter. If you don’t want me to enter through the Gate of Great 


Ming, I don’t want to become the emperor. You decide. 


An ancient adage says, one should rather break as a piece of jade, than remaining in one 
piece as a roof tile. But the fellow before them was neither jade nor tile. Instead, he was a brick. 
The officials who blocked the route discussed briefly. They changed to a submissive demeanor 
and obediently welcomed Zhu Hou Zong in. 


One has to show his fangs to effectively subdue everyone. Even for an emperor, there 


would be no exception. That was the first lesson the youth Zhu Hou Zong learned. 
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The news that the emperor entered the palace from the Gate of Great Ming was quickly 
heard by Yang Ting He. But he didn’t think much of it. To him, it was nothing more than the 
displaying of recalcitrance by a child, which wouldn’t be a big deal. 


Nonetheless, he didn’t give up on his guards. He had to teach the little guy some lesson to 
make sure he knew completely who was in charge in that place. 


Very soon, he came up with a plan. 


Zhu Hou Zong entered the royal palace and showed no sign of uneasiness. He looked at 
the gilded palaces and halls and very comfortably sat in the seat of his cousin. 


This place should be mine. I should have always been the master here. 


Starting on this day, the smartest and shrewdest Emperor Civility and Tranquility began 
his long reign of more than forty years. What waited him ahead would be innumerable tests 


and toils. 
On the sixth day after taking the throne, the first attack commenced. 


On this day, Mao Cheng, the minister of rites, suddenly submitted a memorial, in which he 
invoked past histories in a long rambling essay, in which the stories of many were enumerated. 
It took him a long time to read. Usually such sort of things would induce the emperor to a 


snooze, but this time something extraordinary happened. 


Starting with the first word, Zhu Hou Zong listened carefully. The more he listened, the 
worse he looked. Then he even stood up and veins around his neck became visible. He stared 


at Mao Cheng angrily. It seemed he would tear the guy apart. 


Why? We can’t blame Mr. Zhu Hou Zong for losing his cool. If you were in his place and 
heard what Mao Cheng said, perhaps you would have long ago picked up a brick to smash on 
Mr. Mao’s head. 


All was attributed to Mao Cheng’s memorial. 
His essay was a convoluted one but it had a very simple meaning: 


Your Majesty, we think you should no longer address your father (the Prince of Xingxian) 
as father. Per protocols since the ancient times, you should address him as your royal uncle. 
Neither can you address your mother as mother nor should you address her as your royal 
aunt. From now on, your father is the Emperor of the Filial Father. You just need to recognize 


him as your father. 
Lastly, we want to add that to ensure there is a smooth change of the form of address so 


that you don’t have to be concerned anymore, a few of us have deliberated and decided if 


there is anyone among us who opposes this proposal, he will be considered a traitor and 
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should be dragged out and beheaded. 


Although Zhu Hou Zong was young, he learned early. He also understood what was said 


in the essay. But he was also very confused: 


How come? I’m going to lose my father because I have become the emperor? I can’t 
recognize my own father and you have to designate a father for me? This sort of thing can be 


forced upon me? 
He roared angrily: 
“Can one even change his parents so recklessly?” 


The emperor was enraged, but it wasn’t a serious matter. Mr. Yang Ting He’s answer was 


yes. 
Zhu Hou Zong was not a fool. When he saw the officials in the Court supported Yang Ting 
He in unison, he understood the dreadful potency of the man behind the scene. 


The fifteen year old youth discarded his prerogative as an emperor. He summoned a 


eunuch and told him to invite Yang Ting He to the palace. 


Zhu Hou Zong asked Yang Ting He to the palace but he didn’t announce it in the main hall. 
Rather he arranged to get him to come to a side hall. He courteously invited him to have tea. In 


plain terms, he got Yang Ting He to come to negotiate with him. 


The teenager emperor put aside his stance as an emperor and in a flattery tone showered 
lavish praises on Yang Ting He. He praised Yang Ting He’s great achievements. Then at last, 
he indicated with embarrassment that his parents really needed a form of address. He hoped 
Mr. Yang would help to resolve the problem. 


But the sixty three year old man, who had served four emperors, wouldn’t budge a bit. He 
carefully listened to the complaints of the lord emperor and indicated he would consider it. 
But after that, he never came back, just like a piece of mutton tossed to a dog. 


Desperate, Zhu Hou Zong had to resort to play a documentation game with Yang Ting He. 
He issued a document written with his ideas and wanted the Cabinet to execute it. 


But even the so-called imperial decree was returned by Mr. Yang Ting He. By Ming laws, if 
the Cabinet thought the emperor’s idea was wrong, it would be allowed to reject the imperial 
decree. The academic name of such power in history science is Document Refusal. 


For an ordinary person, if he thought he was wronged he could appeal to higher 
authorities. But Mr. Zhu Hou Zong didn’t even have such a backup. His letter of appeal could 


only be delivered to himself. 


Really, I have to discard my father? The helpless Zhu Hou Zong finally realized although 
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he was the emperor, he was truly an isolated loner. In this palace, the title of emperor couldn’t 
be sold for much by its weight. To obtain the recognition and respect by all, one had to count 
on his own strength. 


But he didn’t have the strength. Not only did he not have the support, he lacked even the 
theory to fight for the proper titles for his parents. He was still too far off if he wanted to 
search books to find legal support. 


It seems his parents would lose their status as his parents. The miserable and feckless Zhu 
Hou Zong could do nothing. But Heaven always provided a way out for someone. When he 


was at the nadir of his hope, a right man at the right time and right place appeared. 


Fortune telling 
Four years ago (year twelve of Just Virtue, AD 1499), in the capital city. 


A dejected man left the place where test results were announced. The results of the general 
exam were just published. After perusing up and down the list dozens of times, he finally was 
certain that he failed again. 


Why do we say “again”? 
This was his seventh failure. The fellow’s name was Zhang Cong. He had been a 
recommended man for more than twenty years. Since then he came to the capital every three 


years but always returned without even a consolation prize. The failure this time also 
completely destroyed his patience and confidence. 


He wanted to stop trying. By the way it was going, perhaps even when his grandson took a 
wife, he would still have to go to Beijing with a cane. Even if he managed to succeed, maybe 
soon after the ceremonies for celebration of his success and mourning of his death would have 


to take place together. 


Then how about I register at the Ministry of Personnel? Per the government's regulation, a 
recommended man was qualified for a position, albeit a minor one. After all it would still be 
better to manage to have a position. 


But as he was about to enter the gate of Ministry of Personnel and became a candidate for a 
position, he met aman who would change his life. 


The surname of the man was Xiao and at the time was a censor at the Censorial Council. 
Besides working as a censor filing charges against others, he also had a side job, fortune telling. 
He was said to be very accurate. With a conscience of trying to cure a dead horse presuming it 
was a live one, Mr. Zhang Cong requested to have his fortune told. 
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Censor Xiao set himself up like a real street fortune teller. After a session that included 
word test and phrenology, he suddenly became silent. 


Zhang Cong was not in a mood to play hide and seek and anxiously asked for the result. 
“You should try again.” 


That was not the answer Zhang Cong expected. In the big wok of imperial exams, he was 
already burnt too badly. 


“Tf you try again, you will succeed!” Demigod Xiao issued his assurance. But the more 
exciting stuff was to follow: 


“Once you are in, in a few years you will for sure be rich and noble and you will enter the 
Cabinet!” 


Zhang Cong’s eyes widened. He looked at the divine looking Demigod Xiao: Brother, are 
you making too big a promise! 


Having failed to even manage to become a distinguished scholar, how could he talk about 
entering the Cabinet? Zhang Cong looked at Censor Xiao disappointedly. He thought the man 
was obviously teasing him and was ready to end the ridiculous conversation and proceed to 
report to Ministry of Personnel. 

But Censor Xiao held him and said to him in a serious tune: 

“Please, try again. Believe me, I can’t be wrong.” 

Zhang Cong wavered. Although it was very shameful if he failed again, he had taken the 
tests for twenty years. He didn’t have to worry more given he had already accumulated a lot 
of debt. At most he only had to add another layer of skin on his face. He decided to give it 
another try. 

In year sixteen of Just Virtue (AD 1521), Zhang Cong, who took part in the general exam 
for the eighth time, finally got his wish fulfilled. He passed the test. Although he didn’t rank 
high (more than seventieth in the second tier), at last he became a distinguished scholar. 

But the test score was really not that good. He wasn’t named a plebeian meritorious, which 
precluded the possibility for him to become an imperial academician. By custom of the time, if 
one was not an academician, it would be like a fool’s dream to think about entering the 
Cabinet, not to mention that wise Brother Zhang Cong was already seven or eight and forty. 
Men of this age could only hope to play some cards, drink teas, and wait to retire gloriously. 


On this account, it seemed Demigod Xiao was still a big humbug. 


Mr. Zhang Cong didn’t have high aspirations. He was assigned to the Ministry of Rites but 
got no work assignment. Perhaps the officials at the ministry had no interests in the half old 
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man, and he was only given a job title as an intern. 


If a man has nothing to do, he starts to ponder aimlessly. Zhang Cong was a typical such 
kind of man. He was so bored when he read Mr. Mao Cheng’s “A Research Report on the Issue of 
Mom and Dad's Titles”, a moment of epiphany dawned on him like being through nirvana. 


He finally realized Demigod Xiao was probably right. He would never be a plebeian 
meritorious and an imperial academician, but it was still very possible for him to get in the 
Cabinet. 


This was an excellent opportunity. In front of him was the chance to rise meteorically. 


But it was also full of risks. Zhang Cong knew very well his enemy was not his immediate 
superior Mao Cheng. The real enemy was Yang Ting He, the one whose power weighed on the 
world and who was more formidable than the emperor. If he was offended, one could not 


expect a good outcome. 


In the Court, officials would rather offend the emperor than Lord Yang. It would take years 
to earn a grade and position and everyone knew life wasn’t easy for everyone. Many knew the 
ins and outs but no one dared to say something about it. 


But Mr. Zhang Cong was an exception. His achievement was accidental anyway. It was not 
much different from a perchance one. In addition, his future prospect was also murky even 
after he got his grade as a distinguished scholar. He even didn’t have a regular job, which was 


really an insult. 


A barefoot man shouldn’t be afraid of one with shoes on. Who should be afraid of whom? 


There can be nothing worse than like I’ve never passed the exam! 


Although Mr. Zhang Cong was not a good test taker, he had his specialty, study of 
etiquettes and customs. He was a virtuoso on ancient formalities. Now the subject was exactly 
his favorite. He worked day and night. He did a lot of research and after some intense writing, 


an earth shattering treatise emerged. 


He looked at his work of heart and soul and couldn’t suppress his excitement. With his 
reddened eyes strewn with traces of blood, he ran hastily to the palace. He knew his life was 


about to change. 


One of the most well-known incidents in Ming history, “The Great Debate on Etiquette” 
thus started its prelude. 


There is no need to describe the contents of the document, which was a boring essay and 
perhaps no one would be interested. In the document, Zhang Cong cited many references, in 


order to just explain one view to Zhu Hou Zong, that you can take anyone as your dad. 
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Zhu Hou Zong was exhilarated. He held Zhang Cong’s memorial and shouted to Heaven 
in excitement: 

“T finally can recognize my dad!” 

Zhu Hou Zong was like having taken a hormone shot and couldn’t restrain his excitement. 
He immediately summoned Yang Ting He and showed him the essay. In the young emperor’s 


mind, Mr. Yang would surely submit before the essay. 
Yang Ting He perused over it but said nothing and sneered. 
Zhu Hou Zong asked: “Why are you laughing?” 
Yang Ting He replied: “Who the hell is this guy to discuss the country’s important 


matters?!” 


Finished, he put down the memorial, saluted and left, leaving behind with the fuming Zhu 


Hou Zong alone. 
All right, if so, then don’t blame me for being not nice! 


Zhu Hou Zong decided to wield his power. He brushed away all other concerns and 
immediately wrote a handwritten order, in which he ordered the Cabinet to draft a document 


to bestow the title of emperor and empress to his parents. 
I am the emperor and can’t I even get this little thing done? 


Reality told Zhu Hou Zong vividly there is something even an emperor won't be able to do 
if Mr. Yang Ting He doesn’t agree. 


The Cabinet worked with high efficiency, reacted swiftly, and everything was done sharp 
and clear. Yang Ting He didn’t even bother to write a reply. He simply sealed the handwritten 


order and returned to Zhu Hou Zong. 
What, you are the emperor? But I’m not afraid of you! 


Zhu Hou Zong’s rage reached a boiling point. He never thought he would become such an 


emperor so easily bullied. He resolved to fight Mr. Yang Ting He to the end. 


The two sides engaged in a hot fight. Documents flew back and forth and it was quite a 
scene. But Heaven seemed to be not very satisfied with the turmoil and He sent another feisty 
person into the battle. This person would not end the fight until the earth and sky were 
overturned. 

The new athlete became the person who eventually resolved the matter. But this person 
was neither a key official in the Court nor a general who possessed military power. Rather she 
was a middle aged woman of over thirty years old. Of course she was also a no stranger. The 
heroine was Zhu Hou Zong’s mother. 


12 


Book of Zhu Hou Zong 


There is a saying: women are more vicious than men. It couldn’t be more fitting to apply 
this phrase on this lady. 


The first mother originally thought she would become the empress dowager once she was 
in the capital. But when she was in Tongzhou she learned not only she would not be the 
empress dowager, she could even lose her own son. Her servants didn’t know how to deal 
with it and asked for her thoughts. 


“Tell everyone to stay put for now, don’t move.” 
Then, when to embark again? 


The servants and aides posed such a question. After all, they also had their families. They 
couldn’t afford to just dillydally there. 


“Don’t even think about it!” The first mother suddenly burst out an angry roar. “You go 
back and tell Yang (Mr. Yang Ting He), before they figure out our titles, I’m not going to enter 
the city!” 

That was the scold told in legends. The Prince of Xingxian (the title of Zhu Hou Zong’s 
father), having married such a woman, should be very familiar with the magical effects of a 
lioness’s roars. Perhaps he didn’t live an easy life all these years. 


Now everyone had arrived. Let them do their best to cause mayhem! 


When Emperor Civility and Tranquility heard his mother had arrived, he became very 
excited. He stroked the iron while it was still hot. He told Yang Ting He directly. If you still 
insist on not bestowing proper titles on my parents, my mother won’t come and I will also quit. 
Id rather go back to Anlu to live as a rich country man than an emperor! 


Zhang Cong also saw the opportunity and he wrote another treatise on etiquettes and 
demanded Yang Ting He to yield and offer the titles. 


All of a sudden the three sides worked in sync against him. It seemed a storm was to come 


and poised to not to give up. 
But they still couldn’t obtain their victory because their opponent was Yang Ting He. 


Having been in bloody struggles, unshakable by even powerful officials and cunning 
eunuchs, why should I be afraid of you, a lone son and a widow? If you want to fight, I’d be 
happy to offer one. I’ll let you know what a high stakes fight looks like! 


First, he unexpectedly went to see Zhu Hou Zong and told him the Cabinet had decided to 
offer his father and mother the titles of the Emperor and Empress of Xingxian, which was in a 


way and answer of some sort. 


When Zhu Hou Zong was in a great joy, he quietly found a job for Zhang Cong and sent 
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him to Nanjing as a manager at the Ministry of Justice. 


The Ministry of Justice in Nanjing was a place for retirees to spend the rest of their lives. 
The meaning of this arrangement was simple. That is, go as far as you can. If you dare to make 
troubles, I’ll destroy you. 


The last one he had to deal with was the feisty woman. She was not as easy to dispatch as 
her son. She wasn’t satisfied with the titles. She insisted on having the full writ of the title of 


yey 


“emperor”. 


Dwelling on playing such word games is really something that makes people feel they 
were bent on making a big deal of trivial matters. But Yang Ting He didn’t think these were 


trivial matters. He used a very simple method to express his opposition. 


You may add that word to the title. But if you do, I’m going to resign, go home, and quit 
my job. 

The tactic could be said as having a long history. Today, western politicians often use it. Of 
course Mr. Yang Ting He didn’t mean to really quit. There were his people all over the place in 
the Court. If he left, how is one going to deal with the mess? Who is going to listen to you, 


emperor? 


As expected, when this tactic was employed, Zhu Hou Zong panicked. He came just for a 
few days. If the head of the Cabinet quit, who was going to handle the things in and out of the 
Court? 


Zhu Hou Zong decided to yield. He gave up his idea and was going to surrender to Mr. 
Yang Ting He. Of course, it was a feigned surrender. 


The first round of fight ended. Mr. Yang Ting He won. 


Perhaps many people now may feel these were really dull people whole fought back and 
forth just on a few words. It was absolutely unnecessary and they were those typical ones who 


solicit troubles out of nothing. 

Those who hold this opinion don’t really understand politics. A great scholar politician of 
the Art of Thick and Black revealed the secrets behind all these in the following words: 

Struggles on ideas are fake struggles. Struggles on directions are also fake struggles. Only 


struggles on power are real struggles. 


' The English word ‘emperor’ is usually written in two Chinese words, ‘huang’ and ‘di’. Although both words basically have 
the same meaning, in ancient times they were distinct titles. The first emperor of China, Qin Shi Huang Di, was the first ruler 
adopting both titles and combined the usage of the two words. Thence after Chinese emperors had always had the title ‘huang 
di’. Here Yang Ting He intentionally used only one word of the full title and she saw the significance of it and thus wanted 
the full title with both words used. 
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They fought back and forth for one single aim, power. For thousands of years innumerable 
number of men fought life and death struggles, in the end that was all it was about. 


The plan 


Defeated and spiritless, Zhang Cong went to Nanjing. He knew this was the punishment 
imposed on him by Yang Ting He. But if that was his own choice, he could complain nothing 
about it. 


But it was in Nanjing that he met another man having the same ambition. With the help of 
this man, he would accomplish his grand dream, entering the Cabinet. The name of the man 
was Gui E. 


Gui E was also a man who failed to realize his ambitions. He became a distinguished 
scholar a long time ago. But his test score was too low. He only managed to be in the third tier, 
which was even worse than Zhang Cong’s. He also got an unsatisfying job as a county 
magistrate. He was a man who knew nothing about maintaining proprieties. He offended his 
immediate superior and was dispatched to the Ministry of Justice and managed to become a 
sixth grade manager. 


When Zhang Cong conversed with Gui E for the first time and talked about his personal 
misfortunes and miseries, Gui E recognized this colleague of his at the Ministry of Justice 


would be his lifelong comrade. 


In Nanjing, which was a place no one took notice and nobody did anything, Gui E and 
Zhang Cong spent their times in boredom. They complained about their misfortunes 
incessantly and cursed about fate was unfair. Until one day, they clenched their fists and 
decided to launch an attack on that man who was high up there with domineering power. 


But the problem laid in front of them was real. Zhang Cong was a tier two distinguished 
scholar and Gui E was a tier three distinguished scholar. But their opponent Mr. Yang Ting He 
was a genius who became a distinguished scholar at age thirteen and became an imperial 
academician at age twenty. Zhang Cong and Gui E were mangers at the Ministry of Justice, 
miniscule officials of sixth grade. Yang Ting He was the number one man of the Court and the 
head of the Cabinet. 


Inferior students versus a superb student, minor officials versus a key official, they didn’t 
seem to have any hope of winning. 


But providence seemed to be determined to realize the prophecies of Demigod Xiao. He 
extended a helping hand to the two lonesome soldiers. 


Soon after, a man named Fang Xian Fu appeared. He placed himself on the side of Zhang 
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Cong and Gui E and supplied theoretical ammunitions for their fight against Yang Ting He. 
Afterwards, Huang Zong Ming, Huo Tao, and others also joined Zhang Cong’s attack 
group. 
We don’t have to memorize the names of these men. We list their names explicitly simply 
because they shared the same teacher, Wang Shou Ren. 


By now Mr. Wang Shou Ren was no longer around in the Court. After he was punished by 
Yang Ting He, he changed his profession and became a teacher and began to teach. It is 
necessary to point out although it was not under his encouragement that his students joined 


this fight, the source was originated from him. 


Mr. Wang Shou Ren’s field of study was the Philosophy of the Mind, which always 
promoted the liberation of human spirit. Those who took this course usually wanted to 
interfere with other’s affairs when they saw injustice. They liberated there and liberated here 
and eventually came to liberate the emperor. 

Although Mr. Civility and Tranquility was as noble as an emperor, he was bullied by the 
old slyboots Mr. Yang Ting He so much that he couldn’t even recognize his own parents. That 
was something that didn’t sit well with many, who felt the injustice. Among them the angriest 
men were the disciples of the Philosophy of the Mind. Those who had the money contributed 
money and those who had the ability contributed their abilities. They provided the theoretical 
support against the despotic Yang Ting He. 

Thus we arrived at the first curse in Ming officialdom: regardless of matters, never offend 
Mr. Wang Shou Ren. 

But Mr. Wang Shou Ren’s magical power wasn’t limited to just this. When he was alive, 
those who offended him didn’t fair well in their ends. After his death, his spiritual power still 
dazzled and became a nightmare of many treacherous and despicable men. 

Soon after, one day, Zhang Cong went to see Gui E and asked him to do one thing, to open 
fire by submitting a memorial against Yang Ting He. 


Gui E refused. 


Although he was an angry middle aged man, he wouldn’t dare to do the sort of thing that 
would ignite fire on his own body. He redirected his target to Zhang Cong: 


“This is too risky. If you want to do it, go ahead.” 
Zhang Cong looked at him full of confidence. 


“This is an opportunity for you to make a name for yourself. Rest assured. If this report is 


submitted, we’re guaranteed to win!” 
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Gui E, fully engaged, waited for him to explain the reason for his confidence. But Zhang 
Cong only smiled and didn’t give answer. 


Zhang Cong indeed had his reason for being confident. He had obtained the support of a 
heavyweight. This fellow was also an old friend of us. He was Mr. Yang Yi Qing. 


To some extent he was an old soul that lingered and refused to leave. He had been around 
for decades and destroyed countless number of formidable men. Although he was initially a 
comrade of Yang Ting He’s and enjoyed their friendships in combats (in dealing with Liu Jin), 
as the matter progressed to such a status, he felt Yang Ting He had gone too far. Mr. Yang 
always aided reason, not kinship. Thus he redirected the aim of his gun and became the 
behind the scenes supporter of the Zhang Cong bloc. 


Zhang Cong had never been so confident. Being such a little figure, he could not even 
dream of winning such a big support. 


All right, everything was ready and it was time to launch the attack. 
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In November of year two of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1523), Zhang Cong launched his 


attack on that seemingly indestructible adversary. 


Gui E started the first attack. He submitted a memorial to the emperor and argued the 


present addresses were not proper and they should be reconsidered. 


Once the memorial was submitted, the emperor was certainly very pleased. He once again 
summoned Yang Ting He and asked for his opinion. In order to handle this hard bone, the 
emperor had prepared for a long time. But this time, what Yang Ting He did was unexpected 
by him. 

The veteran Yang Ting He didn’t object, but he also didn’t agree. He just simply saluted to 
the emperor and sighed: 


“Tam old. Your Majesty, please allow me to retire.” 


The emperor was stupefied. He didn’t know what was in the head of the old slyboots. For 


the moment, he was dumbfounded. 

Yang Ting He wasn’t joking. He indeed wanted to quit. To the sixty four year old man, 
who had been in more than four decades of intrigues and struggles, he was completely tired of 
it. 

Yang Ting He, who had served four emperors, finally retired. Although many opposed and 
many urged him to stay, he was resolute and left. 


In the second round, the emperor came out as the winner. 


Despite being pleased, the emperor also wondered why the man whose power dominated 
the world and had opposed him for so many times suddenly decided to surrender voluntarily. 


This was a mystery that accompanied him for many years. Not until more than forty years 
later, did he find the answer. 


The same question also puzzled another man. This man was Yang Ting He’s son and his 
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name was Yang Shen. 


The fellow was indeed a man of notoriety. His fame exceeded even that of his father’s. Not 
only that, the man also had done something even more astonishing, he had been the top 
scholar overall. 


That didn’t seem to be of anything very significant. Although it was tough to become a top 
scholar, it wasn’t real news. At the most it just showed he was an excellent student and that 
was about it. But the event was so sensational because there were some issues with the timing 
of him being named the top scholar. 


Mr. Yang Shen was the top scholar of year six of Just Virtue (AD 1511). But in that year, his 
father Yang Ting He was already in the Cabinet and a heavyweight possessing great power. 


Ancient people were keen on maintaining one’s reputation. If someone like Yang Shen, 
who was a descendant of an aristocratic family, was named the top scholar, it would be 
thought as not only a disgraceful thing, it would also trigger many rumors. But the strange 
thing was the event didn’t trigger any dispute. 


That’s because everyone thought Yang Shen had to be the top scholar. When he was young, 
his fame was already known to the world. The man also had a well-known moniker, “No 
books he hasn’t read”. That showed the magnitude of his knowledge. 


Yang Shen becoming a top scholar became a very normal matter. It would be news if he 
didn’t become one. But the fact might not be so. According to some other history records, his 
becoming of the top scholar could well be the product of unwritten rules. He could have been 
the “designated disciple”, like in the case of Tang Bo Hu. 


It was said in that year, prior to the palace exam, there was a man who met Yang Shen 
privately and leaked the test problem to him, which enabled Yang Shen to win the top scholar 
easily. That man happened to be a friendly colleague of Yang Ting He’s, the number one figure 
in the Cabinet, Li Dong Yang. 


But regardless of everything else, Mr. Yang Shen was indeed a very gifted and learned 
scholar. When his father insisted on retiring, he also issued the same question, why do you 


want to leave? 


Yang Ting He smiled and he told the youthful and ambitious son of his: you’ll understand 


when it’s time. 


But Yang Shen didn’t ponder his father’s words carefully. He only knew Zhang Cong made 
a secret report and the emperor expelled his father. That was something that had to be 
avenged. 


Yang Shen forcefully took away the banner from his father’s hands and became Zhang 
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Cong’s new opponent. 
But before he commenced his attack, another group of men acted first. 


In February of year three of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1524), the last retaliation by the 


Cabinet commenced. 


Yang Ting He’s departure triggered the last line of warning. Connived by the officials in 
the Cabinet, Wang Jun, the minister of rites, submitted a memorial. He was not fighting alone. 
The fellow understood the power of numerical superiority, and mobilized seventy three 
officials to submit the memorial with him. In the report he cited many precedents and vented 
his feelings. Not only that, his signature was also very imposing, which claimed that “more 


than eighty more reports and over two hundred fifty people all agree with what we say.” 


That means what I’m writing now is still civil; if you don’t heed us, there will be more than 
eighty memorials and two hundred fifty men waiting to you; if you are not buried by the 
memorials, you will be drowned by the saliva! 


If it was a year earlier, perhaps the emperor would have obediently admitted his error and 
surrendered. But after a hard struggle against Mr. Yang Ting He, the young emperor wasn’t 
afraid of anyone anymore. He already learned the world belonged to men of power. 


But his enemies were after all a bunch of learned men. On academic credentials and 
eloquence the emperor was not a match against the talents of the imperial exam system. Thus 
he ordered to have Gui E and Zhang Cong to the capital. 


If you want to fight, then let’s make it big. Let’s have a debate and see who can excoriate 
others better! 

The Cabinet got the wind of it and panicked. They knew very well if Zhang Cong and 
others came to the capital to debate them, they would certainly lose! The reason was simple, 
the logic was not on their side. 

To force the emperor to not recognize his father was so amoral that there was no point to 
argue for it. 

But a slyboots was sly, when Wang Jun and others saw the situation was unfavorable, they 


at once went to see the emperor: 


“We have thought it over. The emperor is supremely wise. Emperor Xingxian should have 
the full title.” 


That was what an aristocrat who had been around for decades would do. He saw the 
situation was not favorable and thus immediately steered the rudder leeward. It was a superb 
performance that deserved its reputation. 
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The emperor smiled. He had finally achieved the goal he had pursued so hard. 
Of course, there was a price to pay for a compromise. 


“Your Majesty, please order that officials irrelevant to the matter to not take part in this 


argument anymore.” 
The irrelevant officials were Zhang Cong and Gui E. 


But actually the emperor was still not fully satisfied. Up to now, he still had two fathers. 
One was the Filial Father Zhu You Cheng. His real father Emperor Xingxian had to be ranked 
the second. Not only that, the title didn’t sound that good, The Biologically Magnificent and 
Reverent Imperial Father Emperor of Xingxian. 


The later part of the title didn’t seem to be an issue. The important thing was the first word, 
biologically. 

That was really an unpleasant title. In the future when Mr. Civility and Tranquility had to 
introduce his ancestors, it would be cumbersome. He had to point to the shrine of the Filial 
Father and say this is my father. Then he had to point to the shrine of Emperor Xingxian and 
say this is my biological father. 


Given the current situation, as long as the emperor could stick to it, he would be able to 
extricate himself from this embarrassment and bestow a proper title to his father. But at the 


moment, he erred. 


Although the emperor was smart, he was still a child, who had no bigger plans. All he 
wanted was a proper title for his parents. At that point, he felt he had won enough and he 
consented to Wang Jun’s request and sent messengers to tell Zhang Cong to go back. 


When the messenger met Zhang Cong, it was already April of year three of Civility and 
Tranquility. Zhang Cong, having a slow temper, had arrived just in Fengyang. 


Although he travelled slowly, his mind wasn’t a bit slow. As soon as he heard the 
emperor’s order, he knew he had been fooled by the officials. Laws of nature and humanity 
were on his side. He wants to recognize his father. What’s wrong with that! Who can stop that! 


He didn’t return. Rather he immediately submitted a memorial to the emperor. The 
memorial was succinct and direct and worth mentioning here: 

“My emperor, you have been fooled! The rite officials are afraid of us going to the capital to 
confront them and they voluntarily retreated. That didn’t mean much. If you don’t stick to 


your ground, later generations still won’t know who is Your Majesty’s biological father!” 


The emperor was awakened. Now he realized he had been taken by the officials’ delay 
tactic. He withdrew his order and Zhang Cong and Gui E finally entered the capital. 
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Zhang Cong looked around the familiar scenes and was very emotional. He finally came 
back to Beijing, the place where he had been thoroughly disdained and humiliated. To him, 
the time to realize his ambition had arrived. 


But he could never imagine what waited in front of him was an unprecedented test. The 
most violent tempest was about to come. 


The trap at the Left Accessible Gate 


Zhang Cong entered the city. The Cabinet rather was mysteriously quiet. In fact the reason 
was very simple. They really couldn’t refute Zhang Cong because reason would never be on 
the side that forced someone to not recognize his father. 


Officials ran out of ideas. But Mr. Zhang Cong was still very far from claiming victory. A 
more formidable opponent had come forward to face him. 


At the time the ones in control of the Cabinet were mainly old men such as Jiang Mian and 
Mao Ji. They had been in storms and were experienced. They knew they had done something 
unreasonable and were ready to end the matter. But the development of the event had gone 
out of their control. 


A new generation of officials had now risen. Their leader was no other than the son of their 
old colleague, Yang Shen. 


To Yang Shen, Zhang Cong was nothing more than just a shamelessly base man, who 
pushed out his father and affronted his prerogative. These sorts of men must be completely 


eliminated! 


But given the current situation, if they debated openly, it was probably very tough to win 
over the opponents. What to do? 


Yang Shen deserved his birth of an aristocratic family. After a brief deliberation, he came 
up with an absolutely perfect idea, to get someone to beat Zhang Cong to death. 


If civil struggles don’t work, use force. The strategy commonly used by mobsters managed 
to become the first choice of Yang Shen. I don’t know what sort of books he had read 
throughout the years. 


Actually for someone at Yang Shen’s position, it wouldn’t be hard to kill a minor official 
like Zhang Cong. All he had to do was to find a few men in darkness to ambush Zhang Cong, 
who would be hard to survive under a sound beating. When that happened, they just needed 
to report a robbery, and then make a report on public safety to remind everyone to be alert in 
the night. Neither a god nor a ghost would be able to know what actually happened. 
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But perhaps Yang Shen had been in the party of aristocratic offsprings for too long, he 
never took anyone seriously. He managed to come up with an astonishing plan. Not only did 
he plan to get rid of Zhang Cong, he also chose an unexpected place for the murder, the 
imperial palace. 


He wanted to beat Zhang Cong to death under the eyes of the emperor and in front of all 
the civilian and military officials! 


For sure Great Ming had laws. One had to pay with his life if he killed someone. Yang Shen 
was not brainless. The location he chose to commit the murder was a special space. In here, 


one didn’t have to bear the consequence for killing someone. 


The place where killing was legal and was under the jurisdiction of neither Heaven nor 
anything else was the Left Accessible Gate. 


There was a long historical tradition that allowed the gate to have acquired immunity for 
someone being punished. More than seventy years ago, three men were beaten to death here 
and all the people who were involved in the crime were released without being charged. 


That was the incident of the Left Accessible Gate in the Justly Principled era. Three cohorts 
of Wang Zhen’s became ghosts after a sound beating by officials at nearby the gate. If killings 
were committed then so was it, but it also produced some side effects. Thence after it became a 
mecca of some people. Every time there was a base man found in the Court, someone would 
come here to pay tributes and make denunciations, and no one prohibited those activities. 


After a while, it became a designated place for people to kill those base and treacherous 
men. Later even the officials at the Ministry of Justice acquiesced that the place was special 
and indicated if someone was killed here, no charges would be filed per prior precedencies. 


In other words, this was a place where one wouldn’t be punished for killing someone. 


The aristocratic Yang Shen carefully chose this place with vile intentions. By doing this, 
Zhang Cong would become a lost ghost after his death. He wouldn’t be able to even find a 
place to seek for his justice. 


Yang Shen’s idea received the support of all others. Thus a plan for committing legitimized 
crime was set in place. Yang Shen naturally became the leader of the crime gang. 


Honcho Yang’s plan actually was very simple. It was basically everyone would wait for 
Zhang Cong at the gate, then when he came to the place, all would come out and beat him to 
death, and then everyone just ran back to their homes. 


The plan seemed to be perfect but reality showed there couldn’t be any other plan worse 
than it. 
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Although Honcho Yang was good at study, he lacked experiences in brawl. He forgot two 
very important issues. First, the palace was neither a market nor a place for prison inmates to 
get fresh air. If dozens of well-dressed officials weren’t in the Court but rather loitered around, 
then as long as Zhang Cong wasn’t crazy, he would know something was wrong. 


Next, we all know in every high level gang brawl, there is a defined action plan and escape 
route. Prior to the fight weapons (knives, clubs, etc.) are distributed. Afterwards, a scapegoat 


will be found. Then when everything is ready, the plan will be put in motion. 


Honcho Yang had none of those and yet he committed it into action. It was really not well 


thought out. But even such a plan almost sent Zhang Cong and Gui E through the gate of Hell. 


Once the officials decided on the plan, they began to loiter around the gate and waited for 
Zhang Cong and Gui E to come to the capital. 


They waited and waited but could see no trace of Zhang Cong, who should have entered 


the city. But he was nowhere to be seen. Does he have wings? 


Zhang Cong didn’t have wings but he had a brain. On the way to the city he already 
learned people were plotting on his life. Once he got into the city he didn’t immediately go to 
see the emperor. He hid himself and ran into the palace when people weren’t paying attention. 
When Yang Shen and others got the news, he had already retreated to safety. 


Having accomplished a great escape, Zhang Cong could finally settle down. He beat his 
chest and began to enjoy his tea at home at peace. To him, the matter was over. 


But the fellow simply had too much joy so that he forgot another important person, Gui E. 


Gui E and Zhang Cong were the emperor’s two key theorists. They were supposed to come 
to the city together. But on the contrary they travelled separately. Zhang Cong travelled fast 
and Gui E was slow. Zhang Cong got the information but Gui E was still in the dark. Although 
back then Gui E didn’t have a mobile phone and couldn’t be informed via short messages, 
Zhang Cong should really have sent someone to inform him. But Brother Zhang was probably 
too excited and he managed to forget about doing that. That meant Comrade Gui E had to 
suffer. 


As we have said, Mr. Gui E came to the city full of joy. He couldn’t suppress his excitement. 
So he didn’t go to see Zhang Cong, his old comrade in arms and couldn’t wait to go to the 
palace. 

The moment when Gui E stepped into the imperial palace made him truly appreciate the 
force of power. An obscure minor official that attracted no one’s attention finally came to the 


center stage after much travail. 


He scanned the people around him with an air of arrogance. The people around also 
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looked at him with surprise. To Gui E, whose brain was flooded with blood, that meant envy 


and jealousy. 
He didn’t think much about those looks and walked directly to the Left Accessible Gate. 


Throughout his travel, Gui E had attracted attention and he had gotten used to the 
attention. But at the Left Accessible Gate, what was to welcome him included not just attention. 


Gui E’s appearance triggered a large scale disturbance. Those officials who had been 
scattered immediately converged on him. They gazed at him like hungry wolves and their 
loud shouts erupted from everywhere: 


“He’s here! He’s here! Don’t let him escape!” 


Reality showed Gui E was a man with a very well developed athletic nerve system. When 
he saw those officials rushed toward him like hungry beasts, he didn’t pause and do a 
complete research and analysis on the phenomenon. Rather, he ran off immediately. 


After Jiang Bin, the second race in the imperial palace took place. Gui E ran ahead and the 
officials gave chase. The result of the race showed sitting in offices was indeed detrimental to 
one’s health. The officials were not even as good as those eunuchs. They couldn’t even win 
over Gui E. 


Sporting with the speed of a one hundred meter race, Gui E dashed toward the palace gate. 
Because there was no order, the palace gate was still open. Gui E fled like a rabbit and escaped 
with his life saved. 


Yang Shen, breathing hard, chased to the gate but could only watch Gui E disappear in the 
dust into the distance. He was furious but he could do nothing. He now finally learned how 


hard it was to organize a successful brawl. 


Yang Shen failed. But Gui E was still in shock. He just got to Beijing, without friends, and 
knew not how to get around. He also didn’t know where to stay. He was the enemy of Yang 


Ting He’s son, who would dare to support them? 


At the crucial moment, Zhang Cong found him and told him there was a man who would 


be able to ensure their safety. 
The name of the man was Guo Xun. 


Zhang Cong’s guess was right. Among those who dared to openly oppose Yang Shen, there 


was only Guo Xun. 


Who was this Guo Xun? What sort of capital did he possess to embolden him to oppose the 


aristocratic Yang Shen? 


The answer is very simple. He was also born into an aristocratic family. In addition, his 
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family was even more prominent than Yang Shen’s family. Yang Shen’s father Yang Ting He 
was just a head of the Cabinet. But the Guo family’s support was far greater. 


Under Butcher Zhu Yuan Zhang's knife, most of the men who made great contributions to 
the cause in the Martial Splendor era went to report to the King of Hell ahead of their times. 
But the reality was there were still exceptionally capable men who could live exceptionally 
long. Two fellows managed to break through all sorts of obstacles and evade death traps and 
lived through. They lived longer than Zhu Yuan Zhang. 


One of the two men was Geng Bing Wen. The other one was Guo Ying. 


We already told Geng Bing Wen’s story. Because he was good at defense and poor at 
offense, he was kept by Zhu Yuan Zhang to safeguard his descendants. In other words, his 
survival was the result of the practical need of his superior. That wasn’t something that one 
should be proud of. 


On the contrary, the treatment received by Guo Ying was very strange. He was also one 
who fought numerous battles and good at fighting. How could someone like him survive? 


If we do an analysis, you'll see he indeed had a good reason for being able to survive. 


First of all, his younger sister was Zhu Yuan Zhang’s wife, the famous Serene Imperial 
Concubine Guo. In addition, the heroic mother also gave birth to a son for Zhu Yuan Zhang, 
Zhu Tan, the Prince of Lu. 


Next, he was also an in-law of Zhu Yuan Zhang’s. His son married Zhu Yuan Zhang’s 
daughter. 


Lastly, he maintained a very low profile. 


In such a man, there was no reason for Zhu Yuan Zhang to kill him. He was well known to 
Zhu Yuan Zhang and it would be really awkward for Zhu Yuan Zhang to harm him. 


The Guo family became the only surviving one among those families who had done great 
deeds for the empire. Despite the bloody and tempestuous conflicts outside, the family was 
always as steady as a mountain and able to enjoy long lives. 


Not only did Guo Xun himself live a full life, his descendants also were not cowards. Guo 
Deng, who in the Justly Principled era garrisoned Datong after the disastrous defeat at Fort 
Tumu and made great contributions to the country, was one of the best descendants of the 
Guo family. 


When it was the rule of Emperor Civility and Tranquility, the family’s power grew even 
greater. For example, although Guo Xun was not a key member of the Court and had no 
authority on which to voice, there was no one daring to offend him. Although he was not 
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involved in the business of the Court, he was in charge of the palace guards! 


With these thugs at his disposal, Yang Shen wouldn’t dare to go to his family to make 
trouble even if he had ten heads. 


The ensuing matter became very simple. Zhang Cong and Gui E went to the Court earlier 
than everyone else. When the Court session was over, the two always managed to run all the 
way to the East Gate of Magnificence. After exiting the gate they went directly to the house of 
Guo’s. We are certain the two men were very athletic. Yang Shen never managed to find the 
opportunity to act. 


It was a troublesome affair to amass for a brawl every day. Gradually officials lost the 
enthusiasm for a brawl. Zhang Cong and Gui E managed to stay unscathed. Meanwhile Guo 
Xun also became a diehard cohort of Zhang Cong’s. 


Of course, men like Guo Xun wouldn’t want to be on the losing side of a business. He 


connived with and protected Zhang Cong for a simple reason, speculation. 


He already saw far earlier that Zhang Cong had the emperor’s support. The young 
emperor was also very formidable and would surely in the future take control of the whole 
situation. Thus he put all his chips down. 


For the moment, he appeared to be a smart gambler. But he could never foresee this 
gamble eventually also cost his life. 


The final show of force 


There was still a long time before the end of Mr. Guo Xun. At least for now, he was 
enjoying himself. The situation was exactly as he had predicted that Zhang Cong would be the 
victor of this fight. 


Although the situation was bad, Yang Shen didn’t just raise his hands and surrender. If he 
couldn’t destroy the men physically, he would turn to another method. He got over thirty 


officials to jointly submit a very interesting memorial, which basically said: 


“We are the officials who discourse on the theories of the saints (Cheng Yi and Zhu Xi), but 
Zhang Cong and Gui E are disciples of base and mean men. If the emperor would rather trust 


{7 


Zhang Cong and Gui E, but not us, then please remove all of us from offices 


This tactic is called advance by retreating. Yang Sheg’s old daddy had long ago used it and 
it was not a new trick. Comrade Civility and Tranquility saw it, smiled, and ignored it. 


On the other hand, Zhang Cong and Gui E rose rapidly. Both were named imperial 
academicians. Under their help, Mr. Civility and Tranquility’s plan was also put in motion. He 
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wanted to soon to remove that eyesore word “biologically” from his father’s title. 


Yang Shen finally came to a dead end. The emperor wouldn’t listen to him and he also was 


powerless to resist the emperor. With the matter at where it was, he had run out of ideas. 


But Heaven didn’t seem to be ready to give up on him yet. At such a hopeless crucial point, 
He gave Yang Shen the last chance. 


August 14 of year three of Civility and Tranquility’. 


Shouts of curses once again rose in the hall of the Court. One after another officials 
competed to voice their oppositions against Zhang Cong and Gui E. They stated their views. 
But the emperor had already mastered the tactic against these people. He simply ignored them. 
He completely ignored anyone who cursed or wanted to engage in quarrels. When the fellow 
men became tired in speaking, it would almost be the time to get off from work. Then by 
declaring the end of the session, the emperor told those officials who wanted to make troubles: 


that’s it for today, tomorrow you come early! 


Time went by just like that in quarrels day after day. To the emperor, today was no 
different from any other day. But he was wrong. The angry fire that had been silent would 
eventually be ignited, and today was the day. 


Among those angry men, there was one whose discontent was about to burst! 


The man was He Meng Chun, the right deputy minister of personnel. Today he was in a 
foul mood because a memorial full of excoriations that he had put his heart and soul in writing 


was shelved. 


A memorial being shelved meant it would be ignored and unattended. And very probably 
someday in the future you would find the traces of it in a waste basket or underneath a desk. 
The fruit of his labor was tossed like stones skipped on water. He Meng Chun was very 
depressed. 


It can’t be just over like that! He made up his mind. 


“Everyone, don’t be discouraged!” He Meng Chun suddenly shouted aloud. “As long as 


we persist, the emperor will change his mind!” 


His shout shocked and calmed them. Everyone stopped and was ready to hear what he had 
to say. 


Once the yelling ended, explaining the theoretical support ensued: 


“In the times of Jurisprudential Father, on the funeral etiquettes for the Benevolent and 


* The Chinese date in July here referenced by the author in the Chinese calendar doesn’t exist in AD 1524. Again, the author 
probably did just a word by word conversion of the date. 
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Virtuous Empress Dowager, our predecessor officials fought hard with their tears at the Gate 
of Virtue and Youth. At last the emperor had to give in! What's difference between that and 
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today’s matter? There is nothing to fear 


Here I want to interject a few words. What Mr. He Meng Chun said was indeed a fact. But 
it was such a small matter that previously it was not mentioned. Please excuse me. 


Upon hearing these words, everyone started to express his lament by connecting the 
theories with practices. You were bullied yesterday. I was censured the day before. Everyone 
had something to say. The crowd became emotional. Shouts and yells were heard constantly. 
The angry climax was about to arrive. 


The situation had become chaotic. Civilian officials, fervent and excited, vied to speak. The 


scene was as noisy and disorderly as a market. No one could hear what others were saying. 


At the critical moment, a loud shout, full of energy, sounded and it suppressed all other 


sounds. The most vociferous slogan in the history of Ming thus was born: 


“The country has fostered us gentlemen for a hundred and fifty years. Today is the day 
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that we die for integrity and righteousness 

The man speaking was Yang Shen. 

We have to admire the fellow for he didn’t read his books in vain. It could only be him who 
could utter such a provocative slogan. 

After such an angry shout, calm suddenly came to the scene. Everyone stopped and had 
their eyes on Yang Shen and looked at the fist brandishing livid man. 


Looking at the furious young men in front of him, Yang Shen’s blood was ignited. The 
dreary departure of his father from the scene and the pedigree and honor of a patrician family 
convinced him justice was on his side. 


He already said what he said. With everything already there, if we have to be in it, let us be 
in it to the end! 


Yang Shen once again raised his arms and shouted: “We are in it. We can’t bear it anymore. 
Follow me to the palace to appeal and kill the vile men!” 


The zeal of the angry youths was ignited. They rolled up their sleeves and advanced 
toward the palace following Yang Shen. 


But what happened next was a bit unchivalrous. In this world, there are certainly many 
troublemakers, but there are also many peace lovers. When many officials saw Yang Shen was 
about to make trouble, although they didn’t say anything verbally, their feet began to retreat. 
The meaning was very obvious, you go to make your trouble, I’m going home to eat my meal. 
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But as they were about to slip away, something unexpected took place. 


From the crowd two men jumped out and ran to the south end of the Gold Water Bridge. 
They blocked the only exist. The two men were Wang Yuan Zheng, an editor at the Imperial 
Academy, and Palace Emissary Zhang Chong. The usual civility had vanished on their faces 
and in devilish voices they shouted: 


“If anyone doesn’t go today, let’s beat him dead!” 


That really wasn’t nice. They had their families to feed and that wasn’t an easy choice for 
them. How can you force someone to go? But now they weren’t given any leeway to allow 
them to hesitate. If they went, they could be caned on their butts. But if they didn’t go, they 
could be beaten up by fists! 


By this token, Honcho Yang indeed had the potential to be the organizer of a mob 


organization. 


Regardless if they were sincere or not, none of the officials who got off from work left. Led 
by Yang Shen, they walked together to the Left Accessible Gate. The anger and 
disappointment that had accumulated for three years would erupt there. 


In fact this was not just simply a conflict between the emperor and his officials. If we do a 
detailed analysis we can find some other subtleties in it. 


Per historical records, officials who took part in the mass demonstration totaled more than 
two hundred and twenty. Among them there were five ministers from the six ministries, two 
censor generals from the Censorial Council (a ministry level agency), three deputy ministers, 
over thirty third grade or higher level officials, and over one hundred from the Imperial 
Academy, the chamberlain’s Office of the East Palace, and over a dozen other key state 
agencies. 


The central government had six ministries. Among the six, five ministers were in the 
demonstration. The message was very clear: emperor, if you don’t yield today, we’re going to 
be in this to the end and we’re not going to live our lives tomorrow anymore! 


This was not a simple confrontation. This was the final showdown! 


The men were fierce. Except they didn’t have weapons in their hands, they were just like 
paragons of street brawls. Eunuchs from the palace were all scared and had all stayed far off. 
In front of the gate, there was no one. The first crisis in the emperor’s life had arrived. He 
would face the challenge from his officials alone. 


Over two hundred men got there. They knelt down simultaneously without anyone’s order. 
Then each one began to put on his spectacular show. They shouted and made noise. A few 
undisciplined even began to have some idle chats. All of a sudden the air was filled with noise 
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and pandemonium reigned. 


The eighteen year old Zhu Hou Zong finally began to shiver. Ever since he came to the 
palace, things had never paused. He had been in many vicious battles and fended off many sly 
men. But this was the first time he was in such a large scale confrontation. 


He was young after all. He couldn’t control his panicking heart. He was ready to yield. 


Soon, a few eunuchs from the Inspectorate of Rites came to the gate. They forwarded the 
message from the emperor. It basically said: 


You have all worked very hard and I know it. The matter will be resolved. Please go home! 

That was the “official statement” in folklore, or nonsense, in plain language. 

The slyboots ignored that. They continued to entertain themselves. They continued make 
noise and shouting. No one bothered to meet the eunuchs. They just shouted one slogan: 

“Without the emperor’s order, we don’t dare to go away!” 

The eunuchs, hurt, returned empty handed. Zhu Hou Zong also had no other options. If I 
fail once, then let me try for the second time. If you want my order, I'll give you the order! 


The eunuchs went back and forwarded the emperor’s order, which asked them to disperse. 
But the men wouldn’t budge. Feeling helpless, the eunuchs began to beg the people kneeling 
on the ground: lords, please leave, let us go back with mission accomplished. 


But in that age, those kneeling were even bossier than those standing. The officials’ hearts 
were like made of iron. If you, Zhu Hou Zong, don’t give us a detailed explanation, we’re not 
going to end this with you on friendly terms! 


Zhu Hou Zong trembled again. But this time the reason was not fear, but rage. He had 
endured for too long. Ever since he came to the palace, these old aristocrats never took him 
seriously. Not only did they interfere with my actions, becoming the emperor means also 
losing my parents. Now they even dare to do a sit-in in public. When the situation has come to 
this point, it has to end. 


“Guards in Brocade, arrest the leaders!” 


When the map has rolled to the end, let’s see the dagger. To deal with bookworms, force is 
the most effective. 


With the order in their hands, Guards in Brocade began to act. These uneducated men 
didn’t bother to do a debate or argue with reason, they spoke with their fists. They suddenly 
rushed into the crowd. After a round of kicking and punching, eight leaders were dragged out 
and immediately brought away and put in prison. 


With this attack, Zhu Hou Zong managed to bring confusion to the officials. They couldn’t 
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imagine the emperor really acted. Under the threat of cudgels some left. 


Zhu Hou Zong initially thought fists would solve the problem. But reality proved him 


wrong. His violence would induce even more frantic retaliation. 


When the guards rushed into the crowd and began their attack, Yang Shen had already 
stayed away. The fellow was a smart one. When he saw the situation was not favorable, he 
jumped to the side. Being in a battle is important, but it’s also necessary for one to evade the 
bullets. 


Perhaps his work to conceal himself was done very well. When the guards were arresting 
the leaders, they managed to miss this fellow. But in fact, although Yang Shen was smart, he 
was not cunning. He didn’t disgrace his father by just slipping away. 


Facing the attack by the guards, Yang Shen clenched his fists and rage reined in his brain. 


Adrenalin rushed in, excitement reached its climax, and reason had left him completely. 


When some began to waver and were about to leave, he once again stood up and ignited 


the second round of fire: 


“Given where we are at now, we can’t retreat! If we retreat now, then later how are we 


going to meet the late emperor?” 


His yell once again had the effect of dousing oil on fire. With Honcho Yang speaking, there 
naturally were those daring to follow. Everyone once again converged. Although dozens left, 
the over a hundred remained were true elites. They were young, healthy, and dared to make 


trouble. 
The situation was totally out of control. 


Over a hundred elites stood up one after another. They rushed on and arrived at the Left 
Accessible Gate. This time their way of struggle was not to kneel, but cry. 


It is said a man never shed tears easily, unless there is something really grieves him. But 
the over a hundred heroes didn’t have to have unutterable sadness that grieved them. 
According to my research, these brothers should have no tears to shed. Their cry was really 


just howling. 


Crying is a way for someone to relief himself from emotions. Shedding tears is the most 
important part of it. But making trouble requires momentum. Weeping wouldn’t be effective. 
One has to be able to make thunder without dropping rain so as to achieve the maximum 
effect using the least amount of energy. Under the guidance of this principle, the over a 
hundred men began to wail. The heavenly sound was heard from inside and outside of the 


palace. Utter confusion was everywhere and even animals were not left in peace. 
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Leaders Yang Shen and Wang Yuan Zheng deserved being leaders. Their wails were 
accompanied by showy actions. They wailed and shook the gate. Basically the actions involved 
wailing, at the same time using their heads and hands to beat the gate. They showed in their 
wailing they had no desire to live anymore. 


Zhu Hou Zong was about to collapse. He dispersed a bunch and now another bunch came. 
You knelt and made noise, now you have something new! Initially he didn’t want to do 


anything about it. He thought after a while once these people got tired they would go back. 
But he probably underestimated the durability of these men. One had to know although 


the men were not good runners their stamina in howling was rather durable. The men cried 
from after the dismissal of the Court to noon. They never showed any sign of going back home 
to eat. Not only that, they seemed to be poised to bring blankets over to fight under the torch 
light. 

That wouldn’t have mattered much. More importantly it was with over a hundred men 
wailing here, it too much resembled the scene of bidding goodbye at a funeral service. For 
those who knew nothing about the details, they would think the new emperor had just died. 
The political implication was simply just too bad. 


The emperor’s endurance had reached its limit. He didn’t want to endure anymore. If just 


arresting the leaders doesn’t work, then let’s do it more completely. Get all of them arrested. 


He once again sent the guards out. This time he became smarter. He added one more 
procedure, to have the names recorded. 


Zhu Hou Zong this time resolved to have everyone involved in this incident severely 
punished without mercy! 


But when the guards, with brushes and paper in their hands, came to the officials, an 
unexpected situation occurred. 


In the usual sense, now the officials should be panicking and try to hide their names. But 
what surprised the guards was when the bookworms knew the purpose they became ecstatic. 
They immediately indicated the guards didn’t have to do the work, they would voluntarily 
put down their autographs. 


Actually the brothers were never afraid of being punished by the emperor. On the contrary 
they felt being punished by this incident was something that would make their ancestors 
proud of them. They would also be able to boast to their descendants: although your lord had 
been beaten and punished, your lord didn’t disgrace you! 


Despite being simple-minded, one would not bend. That was the integrity exhibited by the 
officials of Ming. 
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But ironically, these men were not stingy at all. They felt it was not enough for them being 
glorious. Following the principle that glory belonged to everyone. Many also put the names of 
their relatives and friends on it. They dragged in those who never were even in this. 

Thus at the scene there were only over a hundred and forty. But on the list there were a 
hundred and ninety. The more, the better. 

After taking the names, the guards didn’t utter more words and arrested all of over a 
hundred men and put them in prison. The largest demonstration in the era of Civility and 
Tranquility thus ended. 

Peace was finally restored at the palace. Officials were also subdued. Even so said, the 
matter couldn’t just end like that because there is cost associated with maintaining one’s 


integrity. 


34 


Chapter Three 


Relief 


The next day, Zhu Hou Zong began his all-out retaliation. The curtain of the largest public 
caning of officials in Ming history was lifted. 


Except the elderlies, the most senior ones, and the physically frail ones who would surely 
die under beating, those officials who were in the incident of the Left Accessible Gate all got 
their pants stripped and got their butts beaten. This butt beating was a scene without 
precedence. The number of men totaled over a hundred forty. Despite applying some 
discretion in advance, there were still sixteen got beaten so severely that they died despite 
efforts to save their lives. The death rate was as high as twelve percent. It can’t be simply 


described as gruesome. 


But the ones who suffered the most were not those a dozen brothers, who died of a quick 
end and everything was over for them. A few others had to suffer more for being alive. For 
example, Mr. Yang Shen was taken as an example of the antagonists. He and six other leaders 


were clubbed again. 


Being clubbed wouldn’t have been a big deal. The problem was the timing of the execution. 
Just ten days from the first butt beating, Honcho Yang and others were beaten again for the 
second time. Such sort of clubbing on top of the previous one would send chills through one’s 
spine. 

After all, he was young and physically strong. Despite the second clubbing, he managed to 
remain alive. But because he was too prominent in this incident and he left a deep impression 
in Zhu Hou Zong’s mind, the Emperor His Majesty added another benefit to him by banishing 
him. 

The place for Yang Shen’s banishment was Yongchang of Yunnan. It was a desolate place 
and not yet developed. It was not a place suitable for human habitation. To send him to such a 
place indicated the utter disgust toward him by the emperor. 


From being an aristocrat to the head of troublemakers and a serious felon in exile, in almost 
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overnight, Yang Shen’s life was completely overturned. But that was not important anymore. 
The only thing he had to do was to pack up and get ready to depart. 


Usually we say if one doesn’t die in a major calamity, one must be very fortunate later. But 
Yang Shen wasn’t so fortunate. The two court clubbing didn’t kill him, the emperor didn’t 
execute him, but the world didn’t lack those who wanted to kill him. On his long way of travel, 
there were already a bunch of men got themselves ready to waylay him to ensure his complete 


relief. 


These men were neither the emperor’s Guards in Brocade, nor were they Zhang Cong’s 
men. In fact they didn’t even know Yang Shen and had no grudge against him. They 
sharpened their knives to set up the trap simply to avenge on another man. 


The man was Yang Ting He, Yang Shen’s father. He could never imagine it was something 
he did years ago that would bring death to his son. 


Although Yang Ting He had many shortcomings, he was still a man who devoted himself 
to the country. During the time when he was running the government, one day he did the 
accounting with the Ministry of Revenue and Population. The minister told him that year there 
was a fiscal deficit. If it continued like that, big troubles would ensue. Back then there were no 
such things as expanding the domestic consumption or expanding exports. But Mr. Yang Ting 
He was a capable man. After some thorough deliberations, his eyes shone and he came up 


with an idea. 


More taxes wouldn’t do. If people were pushed too hard, numerous Zhu Double Eight 
would emerge to experience the thrill of revolt. That was something one wouldn’t joke about. 


If he couldn’t expand revenues, then he had to cut down expenses. Yang Ting He 


employed a tactic, layoffs, which had always worked for hundreds of years. 


We have to say Mr. Yang Ting He did a fine job in streamlining the government. He 
quickly eliminated many redundant agencies and men. He also published the names of the 
people in order to show he was fair. The country was able to save a lot of resources but that 


also brought trouble to him. 


We must know back then it was not easy to earn a living in the government. Very quickly, 
his action earned him a famous appraisal: he mulled for days and what came out was a list to 
kill! 


Although he antagonized many, he was after all the head of the Court. Many could only 
curse him privately and no one could do anything against him. But now, the chance came. 


Because Yang Ting He was too rough and roguish, even after he retired still no one dared 
to bring trouble to him. But Yang Shen was different. He just ran afoul against the emperor. 
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Even if he was murdered on his way no one would have cared. The political impact also 
wouldn't be that significant. It was like it would take nothing to kill him and killing him meant 
nothing. 


Now Yang Shen was suffering severe wounds and his movement was limited. He couldn’t 
even ride a horse. But the Court officials didn’t care about those things and demanded he 
depart right away. Having no other alternatives, the fellow had to sit in a carriage and be 


pulled. 


It seemed Mr. Yang was about to be at the end of his life. He had offended the emperor and 
the powerful officials and lost the support of the Court. Ahead, a bunch of desperadoes were 
waiting for him. But he didn’t even have the power to flee. He had to lie prostrated all the way 
(there was no other alternative) to greet the summons by the King of Hell. 


But this time even the Lord King of Hell felt his temple was too small to house the top 
genius in the world and eventually didn’t retain him. Mr. Yang was really too smart. 


Since the day of departure, his coachman had been in a deep and profound confusion 
because the employer was really too erratic. He always emitted erratic orders. They moved 
and stopped without any regularity. Sometimes they seemed to be moving fine but he insisted 


on stopping to rest. Sometimes they had to gallop without respite. 


Not until they arrived in Yunnan, did Yang Shen unravel the mystery to them: if it weren’t 


me, we should have all perished long ago! 


We must know Mr. Yang got his butt beaten, not his pate. He still possessed a very clear 
sense. He already predicted earlier someone would try to trouble him. Although he travelled 
in a prostrated position, his brain never stopped working. He sent his servants to reconnoiter 
the routes and kept him informed. In addition, he used his good arithmetic skills to calculate 
according to the enemy’s position and distance from him, as well as the direction and change 
of the movement of the enemy (a rather complicated calculation), in order to decide his own 


speed of movement and itinerary. 


Just like that, despite the thorough forestallment by the killers, who moved around in all 
directions, the long awaited gentleman never came to them. They had to let Yang Shen slip 
through. 


Nonetheless, Yang Shen, who arrived in Yunnan without incident, was after all still a 
convict. What was waiting for him ahead would be loneliness and torment. 


But the fellow was simply too talented. Others in banishment lived in utter misery. He 
lived like fish in water. Mr. Yang had neither money nor power. Soon after he went there, he 
had established deep friendships with the local officials (baffling). They began calling each 
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other brothers. They not only didn’t restrain him, but also openly violated the orders and 
allowed him to go back to his home in Sichuan to visit his relatives. His ability to build 
relationships was really mind boggling. 


Yang Shen settled down in Yunnan as his home. He began to write poems and put all of his 
energy into writing books. At leisure times he often went travelling. He led a decent life. But 
he had not been able to find the answer to that mystery that lingered in his heart. 


Why did his father withdraw voluntarily and retire? 

With the momentum at the Court at the time, if the struggle continued, he would not have 
lost so fast and so terrible. As a seasoned and wily head of the Cabinet, who had been in the 
officialdom for decades, he certainly knew that. But he rather unexpectedly chose to quit. 


Yang Shen cerebrated on this and just couldn’t make sense of it. He simply couldn’t 


understand the reason behind it. 
Then five years later, he eventually got the answer. 


In year five of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1529), Yang Ting He died at his home in Xindu 


of Sichuan. He was seventy one. 


The man who had been at the forefront of crucial moments and served three emperors? 


finally could rest in peace. 


Yang Shen was fortunate. He got the news in time and was able to attend his father’s 
funeral. At the final moment when his father’s coffin was interred, Yang Shen finally 
understood the calm smile on his father’s face when he left him. 


From a young editor to the seasoned head of the Cabinet, from Liu Jin, Jiang Bin, to Zhang 
Cong, he had lived his whole life in struggles. After decades of struggles and ups and downs, 
everything had to come to an end. 


Despite defeating innumerable number of enemies, eventually he couldn’t escape from the 
fate of being defeated. In this game of power, there could be no perpetual victors. All the 
wealth and glories, all the kindness and enmities, and all the honors and disgraces, would all 


eventually turn to dust. Everything would become laughing stocks. 


Perhaps you are also tired of it! Yang Shen stood in front of his father’s tombstone, looked 


at the sky, and finally found the eventual answer. 


Leaving behind just a sigh, Yang Shen left like flying away in the air. He had already 


solved the mystery and he had nothing to worry about anymore. 


He returned to his place of banishment. Then in more than thirty years, he travelled in 


> The author apparently made a mistake here. 
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Sichuan and Yunnan and devoted himself to research and writing. He studied and left many 
works to later generations. Looking throughout the entire Ming dynasty, on scholarship and 
talent, three men would rank at the top. Later scholars all thought that among them, Yang 
Shen was the most learned and deserved to be at the top. 


That was an extraordinary appraisal, for the fames of the two other fellows were far greater 
than his. One was already dead and the other was in the same era as his, but just recently born. 


The one who had already passed away was the editor-in-chief of The Grand Encyclopedia of 
Perpetual Happiness, Xie Jin, the number one gifted man in the era of Perpetual Happiness. The 
one who had not come to the scene was Xu Wei, who was usually addressed by the name of 
Xu Wen Chang. 


Being able to be over these two fellows, Yang Shen obviously had formidable prowess. But 
when he studied to such a degree was somewhat also an unwitting result. After all, he resided 
in a place where communication was limited. Except studying hard every day, he didn’t seem 
to have anything else to do. 


In this way, Yang Shen lived leisurely for decades. It was also a peaceful life. But he could 
not have imagined the threat of death was still over his head. 


In the Court, one man still had him in mind. 


Zhu Hou Zong suppressed the tumult and won the honor for his parents. But the overly 
smart emperor didn’t seem to be one who understood forgiveness. He didn’t intend to let his 


arch enemies, the Yang father and son, go without being punished. 
But unexpectedly, he eventually forgave Yang Ting He, all because of a conversation. 


Years later, natural disasters occurred frequently. Grain harvest was short and he was 


worried. Thus he posed a question to cabinet academician Li Shi: 
“In the past could the surplus support us through this?” 
Li Shi replied with confidence: 


“Yes. There are still plenty of surpluses in the state reserves. These are all the result of Your 
Majesty’s wise rule.” 


Zhu Hou Zong was puzzled. He gave Li Shi a questionable look. 
Li Shi dared not to slight the emperor. He replied immediately with a smile: 


“Your Majesty may have forgotten. When you took the throne, you issued the imperial 
decree to reduce the government ranks. The crops were saved for this emergency!” 


Zhu Hou Zong was taken aback. He knew that decree but he knew even more that back 
then, the one who drafted the order was not him: 
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“You are wrong.” Zhu Hou Zong replied solemnly. “That honor belonged to Mr. Yang, it is 


not mine.” 


But an emperor was not supposed to admit mistakes. That was a question about reputation. 
A year after his death, Yang Ting He officially got his honor restored and the recognition he 
deserved. 


Zhu Hou Zong came to an understanding about Yang Ting He. But he still couldn’t free 
himself of from the troublemaker Yang Shen. In those later years when he was free, he often 
asked officials a question: 


“Where is Yang Shen now? What is he doing? How is he?” 


Of course by asking the question, Zhu Hou Zong was not inclined to improve Yang Shen’s 
living condition. If he knew how Yang Shen had been living, perhaps he would have long 


acted at once to send men to have him eliminated completely. 


Luckily Yang Shen had good relationships with people. Every time when the emperor 
asked about him, officials would put on a sad expression and told him of Yang Shen’s 
miserable conditions. They told him he was deeply repentant and everyday he washed his face 
with tears. 


Hearing the replies as such, the emperor would happily nod his head and left with 
satisfaction. But after a while he would never fail to ask again. Enmity seemed to be deeper 
than the ocean. 


But Yang Shen still managed to die naturally. He lived for seventy two years, one year 
more than his father. Not until year thirty eight of Civility and Tranquility did he die 


peacefully. He left many works behind and he was famous. 


But more famous than himself and his works was that poem that everyone can recite with 


ease. This is truly the essence of his wisdom and his appreciation about life: 


Waters of the Yangtze tumble eastward, 
Spumes wash out heroes from this world. 
Rights and wrongs, losses and gains, 

All is void in just a turn of the head. 

The verdant mountain still remains, 

How often has the setting sun been so red? 


On the river banks white haired fishermen fishing, 

Accustomed they see the fall moon and the wind of spring blowing. 
With a flask of turbid wine we are so gay, 

To celebrate a chance encounter that is so pleasant, 

In our bantering melts away, 

The so many things in the past and present! 


40 


Book of Zhu Hou Zong 


For thousands of years, rights and wrongs, glories and disgraces, fights and struggles, all 
are nothing but like that! 


What the emperor had learned 


I am convinced Mr. Yang Shen had completely come to terms with the meaning of life. But 
Mr. Civility and Tranquility was still far from this level. Obviously, his thoughts were still not 
that advanced. 


He once naively thought being an emperor was a very simple matter. Just like a lion, when 
he roared, all the animals would prostrate and submit to him. But not until his instructions 
were rejected, his orders were not heeded, and his rules were not implemented, did he 
discover in this world, no one could be counted on. The only one he could count on was 
himself. 


In this life and death struggle, the emperor, the victor, got the only message: only intrigue 


and violence would be useful in conquering all. Besides that there was no other alternative. 


Fully utilizing everyone around him but not allowing any individual to possess the 
absolute power so as to threaten his position. That was his philosophy and his wisdom. 


What he needed from the officials was neither his assistants nor secretaries, but puppets, 
whom he could manipulate. 


After pushing out Yang Ting He, he had found his first suitable puppet Zhang Cong. 


Zhang Cong was probably not a villain. Of course, he was not a good man either. In fact, he 
was just a base and menial being. The first half of his life was rough. He did poorly as a 
student. He was also not good at bootlicking. “Reconsideration of the titles” was a rare chance 
for him to be prominent. Yet he was almost beaten to death. He was truly unfortunate. 


After a hard struggle and narrowly evading death, he finally saw the morning twilight of 
victory. Yang Ting He left and Yang Shen also left. To the surprise of Zhang Cong, who was 
supposed to feel proud and elated, although he was the victor, he was not the benefactor. 


Considering the great contributions made by Comrade Zhang Cong, he should have been 
admitted to the Cabinet to realize his dream of many years ago. But now Mr. Zhang found out 
although he had experienced a complete resurrection, he could not make the jump to the next 
level. 


Here we need to make an introduction. If one wants to be admitted to the Cabinet, he had 
to meet three requirements. First, this man had to have been in the Imperial Academy and a 
plebeian meritorious, which were essential qualifications equivalent to academic credentials. 
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Next, he had to be promoted by officials in the Court, which amounted to so-called 
recommendation in a democratic way. Of course, one couldn’t recommend himself. Lastly, the 
Cabinet produced a list and the emperor made the final approval, which meant he was in. 


If we compare Comrade Zhang Cong’s resume with the qualifications listed above, we 
would find he was really not qualified. 


There’s no need to talk about his academic credentials. He never had even been a doorman 
of the Imperial Academy. If he wished officials would recommend him, it would be like an 
idiot’s dream talk. Just those memorials that excoriated him would be enough to bury him 
alive. The fellow would be someone condemned by the entire court and punished by the 
officialdom. 


Mr. Zhang Cong had only the last straw of hope to save him, the approval by the emperor. 
But it wouldn’t be enough if just the boss agreed. If one didn’t have the support by the 


masses and not recommended by anyone, you really couldn’t be so embarrassed to 


recommend yourself. 


The matter would be stuck here. But in fact Mr. Zhang Cong still had some hope. The 
emperor had a special power in his hand, which would allow him to enter the Cabinet without 
trouble. That power was the Central Decree. 


The so-called central decree meant the emperor could directly issue the orders to appoint 
or remove officials or regulations without the deliberations or recommendations by the 
Cabinet. It would be a short cut. But strangely, usually the emperor very rarely used central 
decree to promote officials. The reason would surprise many. The emperor was willing to offer 
but officials weren’t willing to accept. 


Ming officials indeed had bones. To those who were directly appointed by the emperor, 
they despised them. Only those comrades who got their roots deeply planted among the 
people and enjoyed wide support would be able to win their support. To those who advanced 
relying solely on the blessing of the emperor, they had a unanimous appraisal, shameless. 


Considering the impact to their reputation, many would rather refuse to be promoted than 
taking the route of central decree. 


But if you think that it was because Mr. Zhang Cong was concerned about his vanity so 
that he didn’t want to advance using central decree, then you would be wrong. Mr. Zhang 
Cong grew up from obscurity and for a long time always had the strong desire to move up. It 
would be hard to say if he possessed any vanity. As far as if he wanted to preserve his vanity it 
would be a minor issue. 


It was really just something that was not attainable that he couldn’t use a central decree. 
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The bad reputation of Mr. Zhang Cong had to take the blame for that. Even before the emperor 
issued the appointment, officials of the Cabinet and the censors already forewarned if the 
decree was issued, they would immediately invoke the power of document refusal and reject 
the decree! 


With the matter in such a state, it had become pointless. Group recommendation was 
impossible and central decree was also hopeless. Out of other choices, Zhang Cong began to 


brainstorm and did a lot of hard thinking. Finally he came up with a marvelous idea. 


Although in the Court he had become someone despised by everyone and was in total 
isolation that even dogs shunned him, Zhang Cong believed he could always find someone to 
support him. After a process of elimination, he eventually confirmed the correctness of his 
assessment. 


The man who would be able to help him entering the Cabinet was Yang Yi Qing. 


Yang Yi Qing could be thought as an ardent supporter of Zhang Cong. When initially he 
heard about Zhang Cong was going to argue about the title, he was having a siesta and didn’t 
pay much attention to the matter. Then he had someone read Zhang Cong’s memorial to him. 
Half way through, his sleepiness vanished. He jumped off the bed with enthusiasm and made 
a terrifying assertion: 


“Even if a saint is reborn, he won’t be able to refute Zhang Cong!” 


Although that was an exaggeration, the fact proved Yang Yi Qing was right. Then he 
became Zhang Cong’s ardent supporter and made great contributions in the argument for the 
titles. When at the crucial moment about entering the Cabinet, the major figure once again 
came into Zhang Cong’s mind and hoped that he would lend his brother another hand. 


Yang Yi Qing agreed. To this seasoned old hand in politics, it would be a pleasure to once 
again enter the Cabinet and play some politics before his retirement. 


With such a desire, Yang Yi Qing entered the Cabinet and once again threw himself into 
the maelstrom of politics. Then events proved Zhang Cong’s prediction, as soon as the 
emperor issued his central decree, censures and memorials rushed onward like waves. The 


Court was filled with vituperations. 


But no excitement of the masses could overcome a word of the boss. Under Yang Yi Qing’s 
arrangement, the emperor’s decree was executed. Zhang Cong finally realized Demigod Xiao’s 
old prophecy and successfully entered the Cabinet and became a grand academician. 


Zhang Cong finally got his wish fulfilled. Naturally he was also deeply grateful for the help 
by Yang Yi Qing, who also felt very gratified. Twenty years ago, Zhang Yong aided him and 
thus also changed his fortune. Twenty years later, he treated Zhang Cong the same way, which 
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enabled the menial man to realize his dream. 


But Yang Yi Qing never thought his work would not be returned in goodwill. Rather it 


would in an instant ruin the honor that he had acquired for half of his life. 


Zhang Cong’s intrigue 


To be fair, in the days of arguing for the titles, Zhang Cong was a man whose actions 
deserved approval. Fighting against the immensely powerful Yang Ting He, he stood up and 
argued on behalf of the lonely and helpless young emperor. We must say it was a courageous 
act. Although he did it out of his personal ambition, in truth he did nothing wrong. 


Is there anything wrong in supporting someone to recognize his parents? 


But once he finally went above others and became a senior official in the Court, things 
changed like the sky and earth had been overturned. 


The change was originated from Zhang Cong himself. Ever since the fellow rose 
precipitously, he had been infected by a disease. 


More seriously, his disease was not a simple cold, but rather an incurable disease. In fact, 
this disease is still not curable today. Its name is psychopath. 


When it manifested itself on Mr. Zhang Cong, the actual clinical symptoms were paranoia, 


selfishness, overly sensitive, and contemptuous of and denigrating everyone. 


It was an unfortunate thing that what caused Mr. Zhang Cong to contract the disease was 


him being scolded. 


Ever since the start of his career, he had been always scolded. He was initially bullied at the 
Ministry of Personnel. He was not even given a position. After the debate of the titles the 
scolding he received poured on to him continuously like the surging waters of the Yangzi 
River. Men who didn’t scold him would be rare species of animals. The saliva found on the 


memorials would be enough to drown him. 


There had been always a shadow in Mr. Zhang's heart since his youth. He was trampled 
down by numerous men as a middle aged man. Under the extreme pressure and intimidation, 


his psycho was eventually completely twisted. 
Zhang Cong’s motto was to let no one go easy and forgive no one. 


Mr. Zhang began his career of feisty struggles. To anyone who disobeyed him, didn’t listen 
to him, or didn’t toady him, he would treat him the same way by severely punishing him. He 
either would marginalize you, or find some fault in you to get you fired. He would never stop 


until you are half dead. 
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He fought today and fought tomorrow and eventually he became the enemy of everyone. 
Many officials said nothing in public but privately when the name of Zhang Cong was 
mentioned, everyone would gnash his teeth, strike his chest, and stomp his feet. Some even 
hung his picture at their homes and cursed at it every time they came to home. The cursing 


would take place every day and nothing could stop it. 


The ridiculous thing was Academician Zhang had no sense of self awareness. On the way 


to work, he often initiated warm greetings to his colleagues. He really felt good about himself. 


The personal history of Mr. Zhang Cong’s strenuous rise provided us with the explanation 


of a profound truth, that how a man grew to a fool. 


So would be it if he kept his bullying to his subordinates. But as his condition worsened, he 
aimed at Yang Yi Qing, an even bigger target. 


Yang Yi Qing was actually quite an amiable person, who usually didn’t bother to engage in 
nit-picking. But Zhang Cong was a man who would show his bravado on even the slightest 
praise. He more and more felt Yang Yi Qing, who was the first secretary, was an obstacle. To 
ensure he could do whatever he wanted to do, he decided to take the risk to censure his own 
boss. 


In year eight of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1529), Zhang Cong launched a sudden attack. 
Mr. Zhang, as expected, was out of the ordinary. His attack began in a grand scale. He sent all 
of his ablest censors to censure Yang Yi Qing. 


In the memorial, as an extra, Zhang Cong also gave a very pronounced epithet, a 


treacherous man. 


Zhang Cong was bold enough to do this because he had done some careful calculations. 
The emperor had a good personal relationship with him. There were his loyal cohorts in the 
Court. Although Yang Yi Qing was a seasoned cadre, he was fresh at the scene and didn’t have 
a solid base. It would not be hard to get rid of him. 


There shouldn’t have been any problem with his plan. If there was no surprise, the 
emperor would surely be biased toward Mr. Zhang Cong, his loyal supporter. But life seemed 


to be always full of surprises. 


Very soon, Yang Yi Qing learned he had been censured. But he showed no surprise. He had 
seen too much of this sort of tactics. He knew who the perpetrator was even with his eyes 
closed. But strangely, he didn’t put up a strong counterattack. All he did was to submit a 
memorial to defend himself and excoriated Zhang Cong a few times. Then he solemnly 
submitted his resignation. 


Zhang Cong was surprised. It seemed to him Yang Yi Qing’s action was nothing different 
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from digging himself a grave. That’s because it was him who privately recommended Yang Yi 
Qing to the emperor so that Yang Yi Qing could be admitted to the Cabinet without much 
trouble. In addition, based on what he knew, the man’s relationship with the emperor was 
average and far inferior than that of his. If he initiated his resignation, it would not be a threat 


to anyone. 


Is it not Yang Yi Qing has seen enough of the mundane world and understands its true 
meaning? Is that just the end of the matter? 


The fact he had such a naive thought was a perfect indication Comrade Zhang Cong still 
hadn’t grown up. He had to know Mr. Yang Yi Qing became a distinguished scholar in year 
eight of Accomplished and Reformed (AD 1472). Since then, he had muddled in the Court for 
years and to date, he had worked for 57 years. His career age was almost that of Zhang Cong’s 
age. If one opened Mr. Yang’s resume and counted the number of enemies he had finished 
(such as Liu Jin and Yang Ting He), then weighed his own weight, one would be convinced 
Zhang Cong would have made a more sound judgement. 


Soon, the result came out. The emperor didn’t accept Yang Yi Qing’s resignation. On the 
contrary, he severely reprimanded Zhang Cong and others and demanded them to do a good 
self-appraisal of themselves. 

That befuddled Zhang Cong. What sort of consanguinity did Yang Yi Qing and the 
emperor share? Why would he protect him in this way? 

Indeed, Zhang Cong shouldn’t be blamed for that. There were too many things he didn’t 
know. 

More than ten years ago, when Zhu Hou Zong was still a young teen and led a life as a rich 
country man, his father, the Prince of Xingxian, repeatedly said these words to him: 

“Tf three men are in the Court, the country will prosper and people will have no worries!” 

Zhu Hou Zong memorized these words. He also memorized the names of the three men: Li 
Dong Yang, Liu Da Xia, and Yang Yi Qing. 

To Zhu Hou Zong, Yang Yi Qing was his idol. Zhang Cong was just a lackey. If a lackey 


wanted to fight against an idol, it simply meant the lackey didn’t know his own strength. 


After repeated entreaties by Zhu Hou Zong, old cadre Yang reluctantly withdrew his 
resignation and indicated he would rather die than retire, and would continue to serve the 
country. 


Zhang Cong lost all he could come up with. But he could never imagine that bigger 


troubles were awaiting him ahead. 
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Officials had endured for too long. Most of them had been bullied by Zhang Cong. If it 
were not that the man was really hot, perhaps they would have fought against him with their 
lives long ago. Now the time for revenge had finally come. 


Very quickly it was another round of melee with fists and saliva spewed everywhere. 
Zhang Cong could no longer sustain the attacks. Zhu Hou Zong also didn’t want to let him 
continue to resist. Thus he made a decision that broke Zhang Cong’s heart. He asked him to 


resign. 


But Zhang Cong also greatly surprised the emperor. Upon hearing the news he didn’t try 
hard to drag his feet, nor did he sob in tears. But he took an unexpected action, he simply ran 
away. 

Mr. Zhang Cong seemed to have lost his dignity. Regardless of what would happen, he 
didn’t have to run that fast. 


Am I running too fast? If I don’t, I’ll be surely beaten to death! 


In fact Brother Zhang Cong had a clear vision of his situation. Although those men 
appeared to be obedient for now, as soon as his fortune was overturned, they would surely, 
without hesitation, stamp on him with their feet. Then they would spit on him. 


He and Gui E didn’t even bother to pack enough luggage and fled on the same day. Their 
fast speed was just astonishing. 


At the moment when Zhang Cong left the city, he had almost lost all of his hopes. After 
being through so much turbulence and setbacks, he managed to obtain the position he had 
now. But in this ignominious night, he would lose everything. 


Does it seem to be too soon? 
Perhaps Heaven also thought so. He didn’t give up on Zhang Cong. This time he just 
played a little joke with Mr. Zhang. Pretty soon Zhang Cong would take back everything that 


was his. His glory would continue, until he met the real fateful enemy of his. 
Reality showed Zhang Cong was a very efficient man. He fled in August, but in less than 
one month, he ran back. Of course, it was the emperor who summoned him back. 


Things took such a turn simply because a loyal compatriot of Zhang Cong’s submitted a 
memorial, in which he excoriated Yang Yi Qing. Actually censures wouldn’t have mattered. In 
those years, from the emperor to a county magistrate, those who hadn’t been censured could 
be counted in fingers. Officials had strong resistance against attacks. Yang Yi Qing didn’t mind 
much. 


But the problem was the emperor minded it. 
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Actually he expelled Zhang Cong at a moment of extreme anger. To this brother of his, 
who had done much for him, he still had some emotional ties. He didn’t want to finish him all 
at once. After he had calm down, he decided to withdraw his decision. He wanted Zhang 
Cong to continue to be his cabinet official. 


Zhang Cong got his position reinstated. At the same time, Yang Yi Qing once again 


submitted his resignation. 


He had fought for decades. He really didn’t need to continue the fight. Let the fights end 
there. 


But that was just Yang Yi Qing’s personal wish and it had nothing to do with Zhang Cong. 
After this setback, his illness in his psyche had progressed to such a grave degree that on Yang 
Yi Qing, he wouldn’t want to let him go that easily. 


But in fact the emperor didn’t want his idol leave and also didn’t plan to approve his 
resignation. But this time, Zhang Cong achieved his goal, to push out Yang Yi Qing, in a very 
clever way. 

When many censors, following the direction of the wind, attacked Yang Yi Qing, and 
demanded he be deprived of all official positions, Zhang Cong did something unexpected. He 
pled on behalf of Yang Yi Qing. 

The words, which would be a classic, used by Mr. Zhang to plea are as follow: 

“Your Majesty, please be lenient on Yang Yi Qing for his great contributions.” 

Just like that, in a subtle way, seemingly as a matter of fact, Yang Yi Qing was accused of a 
crime. Comparing to being deprived of all official positions, retiring in honor was a grand 
imperial munificence. He would obtain the leniency by admitting guilt. 


Yang Yi Qing got the emperor’s approval and returned home. He intended to live 


peacefully the rest of his life. 
But this time he couldn’t fulfill his wish. 


At home, before Mr. Yang Yi Qing had the time to learn raising birds and Taiji, he received 
a cruel order. His official titles would be removed, his rewards would be taken back, and he 


would wait for more punishments. 


Mr. Yang’s crime was corruption. To be more explicit, he accepted money he shouldn’t 
have accepted. The money was from a dead man, Zhang Yong. 

It was said after Zhang Yong died, Yang Yi Qing accepted two hundred taels of gold from 
Zhang Yong’s family. It was not for nothing. He wouldn’t accept something for nothing. He 
wrote an epitaph for Zhang Yong. 
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Yang Yi Qing and Zhang Yong were old friends. By any count, it wouldn’t have mattered 
much for accepting some money between the two. But in Zhang Cong’s view, this amounted 
to corruption in disguise (he was keen on anti-corruption). Thus he gathered his men and 
made a scathing report. 


Yang Yi Qing indeed accepted two hundred taels. Not gold, but silver. By his stature and 
calligraphy, the amount was reasonable. But in political struggles, ways and means were never 


important. What was important was the end. 


Yang Yi Qing finally collapsed. After decades of tumult, at the last moment of his life, he 


would meet his end this way. He sounded his last lament and then died: 
“After a lifelong struggle, I end up suffering in the hands of a base man!” 


But actually that sort of lament meant nothing. Everyone who took part in the cruel game 


would eventually pay with everything he had. To a certain degree, it was also a relief. 


Zhang Cong was pleased. He even managed to bring down Yang Yi Qing! Victory came so 


quickly and easily. No one would dare to challenge his prerogative anymore! 
Zhang Cong laughed with satisfaction. It seemed to him the future was bright. 


But he didn’t know his good fortune was nearing its end. An enemy had already appeared 


in front of him. 
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A Dragon Fights a Tiger 


Tolls of a death knell 


In February of year nine of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1530), the emperor suddenly 
summoned Zhang Cong, to whom a memorial was given, and said some words that seemed to 


mean something: 
“Go home, read it through. Remember to report to me back later.” 


To Zhang Cong, reviewing memorials had become routine. He received the document 
casually and went home. 


A day later, he opened the document and was stunned and furious. 


In fact this was not a memorial that contained accusations. But to Zhang Cong, it was far 
worse than accusations. 


In this memorial, he felt a powerful threat, a threat to his power. 


The main idea in the memorial was to suggest the Heaven and Earth should be worshipped 
in separate ceremonies. It was a complicated issue on rites. To put it simply: In the past, the 
emperor worshiped the Heaven and Earth in the same ceremony. But in this memorial, the 
official suggested the emperor to change the convention to worship the Heaven separately to 
mark its special significance. 


That seemed to be an insignificant matter. But to Zhang Cong, it was like a thunder 
exploding over his head. 


This is not good, someone is taking my business! 


Mr. Zhang rose on his arguments on rituals and that was his lifework. His success inspired 
many. If he can rise on arguing about rituals, why not me? 


It was obvious now the market was hot and many wanted to be in it. On the other hand Mr. 
Zhang Cong was really not a generous man. He wanted to practice some monopoly to 


maintain his dominance. 
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He carefully read through the memorial and took good care to memorize the name of the 
official who wrote it. His name was Xia Yan. 


If you dare to poke your head out, I’ll beat you back! 
“A market in which there is no competition exists only in theoretical imaginations.” 
Quote from Microeconomics (published by Press of Higher Education). 


Xia Yan, male, was from Guixi of Jiangxi. At the time he was a palace emissary at the 
Ministry of War. It seemed a little ridiculous that comparing to Academician Zhang, although 
the fellow was younger and held a lower position, he was rather a senior career wise. That’s 
because he became a distinguished scholar a few years ahead of Zhang Cong. 


But his test scores were even worse than Zhang Cong’s. Zhang Cong managed to get into 
tier two, but he only got into tier three. It seemed a little embarrassing, if one got this kind of 
result, there would be no hope to become an imperial academician. The right path was to find 
a job to get employed. 


For an average tier three distinguished scholar, if he went down to the local governments, 
he probably could manage to secure a position as a grade seven county magistrate. But if he 
wanted to remain in Beijing, it would be tough. Not to mention the Imperial Academy, the six 
ministries also didn’t want bad students. 


But Xia Yan actually managed to stay in Beijing. Of course, it was impossible for him to get 
all of his wishes fulfilled. Xia Yan, who couldn’t get into the big government agencies, had to 
settle on something next to the best. He went to a small agency, the Office of Couriers. 


Xia Yan thus became a courier at the Office of Couriers and he acquired a new title, Courier 
Xia. The position was really not a high one. It was a grade eight position, which couldn’t be 
considered even a little sesame position. 


The Office of Couriers was an agency in charge of delivering messages. It was an obscure 
agency among the many big agencies in the central government. Initially Xia Yan was also 
very disappointed. But not until after he started work, did he realize he actually got a great 
deal. 


He was pleasantly surprised to find out the destination of his delivery was a very special 


one, the emperor. 


Xia Yan’s main job was to take the emperor’s decrees and deliver to the agencies and 
locales and report back his trips. It was a tedious job but had great future prospects. 


We know the organs near the heart receive more blood. By the same token, it was a nice job 
being able to see the emperor every day. Regardless of his performance, making him known 
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would put him on the right course. 


Of course, the emperor was not someone easy to serve. Serving the emperor was like 
serving a tiger, which means risks and opportunities existed simultaneously. The bottom line 
was it was all up to the person to do well or not. If he didn’t do well, he perhaps could lose his 
head. It was also a job that carried high risks. 


But Xia Yan was not intimidated. He felt like a fish in water. Very soon he was promoted to 
Palace Emissary at the Ministry of War. In that there were some obscure subtleties. 


We must know although Xia Yan scored low, it didn’t mean his intelligence was low. Not 
only that, he had three unique weapons, which would be enough to ensure he would rise 


above others. 


Every one, please believe me if one is good looking, not only will it be easy for him to find 
a wife, but also easy to get promoted. The theory should stand. Mr. Xia was a very typical case. 
His first weapon was his look (history records say that he had clear and bright eyes). In 
addition he also possessed a nice strand of beard (that was very important at the time). 


The emperor perhaps also didn’t want to see a man who looked to cause upset in his 
stomach every morning. It was a very natural thing that Xia Yan was favored. 


In addition to his handsome look, Mr. Xia Yan also had his second weapon. He spoke 
fluently in the official tongue. 


Please note it was a very important issue. In Ming, the official tongue was not as widely 
used as now. The emperor was also not a translation machine. It was a big headache every 
time he had audiences with the officials from areas like Guangdong, Fujian, and Zhejiang. 


Although Xia Yan was a Jiangxi native, he was able to learn the official tongue. He had “a 


sonorous voice without a trace of local dialect”. He spoke eloquently in perfect official tongue. 
Equipped with such two specialties, it would be hard for him not to get promoted. 


But regardless, Xia Yan this time still got himself in a big trouble. After all, Zhang Cong 
was the first secetary of the Cabinet. But he was just a little palace emissary. The two sides 


were not of the same order. 


In fact Zhang Cong was planning to teach this younger generation a good lesson. He 
instructed his men to have the memorial carefully studied and positioned himself to launch a 
fierce counterattack. 


Zhang Cong indeed had rich resources. He had the power, money, and men. Yang Yi Qing 
already collapsed, who the hell was Xia Yan? 


But reality didn’t turn out like that. Mr. Zhang overlooked one thing. He only paid 
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attention to the memorial itself, but he didn’t fully understand the words the emperor spoke to 
him. 

Very soon, Huo Tao, one of Zhang Cong’s diehard cohorts and a cabinet member, 
completed the draft of a memorial. It featured such high quality of scathing excoriations that 
even seasoned professional censors sighed in amazement and felt embarrassed. 


Everything is set in place. Xia Yan, you wait and see what will happen! 


Zhang Cong felt completely assured. He was ready to go home and have a good sleep. But 
he could absolutely not imagine a huge disaster had been thus sown. 


The next day, the memorial was submitted and the emperor had a reply at once in the 
Court: 


“Who wrote this?” 

Huo Tao reacted very quickly. He immediately stood forward and replied loudly: 

“Tt’s Yours Humbled!” 

Huo Tao was waiting for the emperor’s praise. But what he got was instead an angry roar: 
“Arrest him! Send him to prison!” 


Mr. Huo’s smile was stuck on his face. He was dragged out by Guards in Brocade, still with 


confusion over his head. 


Zhang Cong gave himself a sharp pinch. He feared if he was in a dream. Damn! Why is the 


emperor angry over a writing scolding Xia Yan? 


Mr. Zhang Cong was a total fool. He actually knew the solution to the mystery. Perhaps 


this time his memory failed him. 


He had forgotten it was arguing the rites that propelled him to the high position. He won 
the arguments on rites all because of the emperor’s support. The emperor was an exceptionally 
smart man. He would never do something without a reason. If he didn’t agree with Xia Yan’s 
idea, why would he give the memorial to Zhang Cong? 


Mr. Huo Tao did his best in scolding. He dressed down Xia Yan like he was not even as 
good as a street beggar. But if Xia Yan was a beggar, then would the emperor, who supported 


him, be the gang leader of the beggars? 


Without being able to do such a calculation, how could he have managed to survive all 


those years? 


Mr. Huo was sent to prison. But the matter didn’t end there. The emperor, who felt 


emotionally hurt, publicly issued his order: 
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“Xia Yan’s memorial is a good one. Promote him to fourth grade tutoring academician!” 

Then he glanced at Zhang Cong and left without a word. 

A cold sweat streamed down through Zhang Cong’s body. For the first time he felt the 
sensation of complete hopelessness. In this fight, he was a total loser. 

But it was too early to talk about loss. The game was just at the beginning. 

Zhang Cong still felt very confident because everything was still under his grip. Very 


quickly, he would use a quick and efficient method to eliminate that enemy who knew nothing 
about how high the sky was. 


The third weapon 

The glum faced Zhang Cong returned to his residence. Immediately he summoned his men 
and issued an order: 

“From now on, keep your eyes on Xia Yan. If he shows any actions improper, censure him 
immediately!” 

Zhang Cong’s tactic has an academic name: “caging”, which was nothing but fighting in 
words. He would use his power to monitor Xia Yan’s movements and attack him ceaselessly 
day and night so that he had nowhere to hide. He would have to be mentally on alert all the 
time and eventually he would retreat under the strain. 

It was a shameless tactic and a pure psychological warfare. 

When the scolding memorials rushed toward Xia Yan like tidal waves, what did he have to 
repel them? In the end, he was nothing but a lonely little official. 

A complacent smile appeared on Zhang Cong’s face. Victory didn’t seem to be far away. 

We have to say Zhang Cong got it right. Xia Yan was indeed a lonely man. He had neither 
many friends nor strong support. But in this fight, he was not totally without a winning edge. 

That’s because he still had his third weapon. 

Many censors in later generations admired and esteemed him. It was said he was once 
dubbed with the epithet “first in fights”. That’s because what made this Mr. Xia really 
formidable was not his handsome look, fluency in speaking the official tongue, but his 
eloquence in speech and prowess in writing. 

What Zhang Cong didn’t know was Xia Yan was in fact a victim of the test oriented 


education system. In that imperial exam years ago, he scored so low simply because his 
writings were too poignant, which was not in the taste of the test examiners. 
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When a man who had the information came to report to him about it and worried for him, 
Xia Yan made an unexpected reply: 


“Don’t be troubled. Let them all come! See what they can do to me!” 


The attacks began as scheduled. More than a dozen censors under Zhang Cong launched 
fierce attacks against Xia Yan. The accusations ranged from tardiness to violations in attires. 
As long as there was anything that could be accused or pinched, they never missed. 


But Zhang Cong could never have expected this tactic was exactly Xia Yan wished. 
Obviously, he was rather talented in oral slugfests. As soon as an enemy came to his door, he 
immediately annihilated him. If they came in singles, he defeated them one by one. If they 
came in doubles, he defeated two a time. His treatises were exceptionally sharp. He also 
reacted fast. He scathed today’s enemy today, never let it go over night. He was highly 
efficient. His fighting prowess was terrifying, fierce, and violent. 


Because of Xia Yan’s ruthless vituperations, even those who were engaged in the fight 
against him would avoid him in the day on their way to work. When someone had reached to 
such a degree in berating others, we have to say he had brought the art of berating to another 
level and created his own style. 


Coincidentally, Mr. Xia’s courtesy name was Gong Jin. Although this fellow was a civilian 
official, he was more formidable than the past military general Zhou Yu (Gong Jin) of the 
Three Kingdom’s era. Those officials who liked having some fun would say to him with smiles 
on their faces every time they saw him: 

“Brother Gong Jin, why don’t you change your name to Zi Long?”*. 

Zi Long, embodiment of fearlessness! 

Zhang Cong initially planned to increase the intensity and push Xia Yan to madness. But 
the actual outcome defied his wish. The brother not only didn’t go mad, his spirit actually got 
higher and higher. His fighting spirit was fully aroused. 


But given the status of the matter, he couldn’t quit anymore. Zhang Cong decided to 
continue the dangerous game to the end. 


He couldn’t forget Yang Yi Qing’s fading shadow when he left dejectedly. It was very clear 
if he lost his end would be more miserable. He summoned his last killer tactic. 


The name of the tactic is partisanship. Although it was simple, it was effective. Regardless 
how formidable the enemy was, as long as he could cajole more men to his side, create a mob- 


* Both Zhou Yu, whose courtesy name was Zhou Gong Jin, and Zhao Yun, whose courtesy name was Zhao Zi Long, were 
famous generals in the Three Kingdoms period. But Zhou Yu was more of a strategist while Zhao Yun was much a field 
general who was always in actual combats. 
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like organization, and then become the majority in the Court, then everything would be in 
harmony and the world would be at peace. 


He thought and betook himself to it. Mr. Zhang Cong immediately began to develop his 
organization and attacked all those who were against him. But even he couldn’t imagine his 
action unintentionally started a new era, the era of partisanship. 


The world was moving forward and times progressed. Reality showed the one on one sort 
of politics was lagging behind the trend. Political organizations came into being and scenes of 
large scale group fights were about to be unveiled. 


Zhang Cong’s first target was Gui E. It must make people feel sad that although the two 
were close friends in combat when they got started, after they got rich, because they couldn’t 
square off their plunders in good terms, their friendship ended and they parted, each on his 


Own way. 


But at such a critical juncture, vanity meant nothing. Zhang Cong deigned to come to Gui E. 
During the feast, he was suddenly so grief-stricken that as if he had lost his will to live 
anymore. He recited their past friendship in combat. Both sides had tears streaming down 
their faces. 


Of course, after circling around, he just wanted to elucidate one issue: if I’m finished, you 
won’t remain unscathed either. 

Having recruited Gui E, Zhang Cong continued his efforts to expand his power base. More 
and more officials came to his camp. Even cabinet grand academician Zhai Luan became a 
member of his party. 

Seeing he had so many minions and henchmen with him, Zhang Cong finally felt assured. 

Xia Yan, you have no chance of winning! 

Zhang Cong became more and more arrogant. Even those who supported Xia Yan were 
afraid of doing so publicly. But they still indicated fearlessly they would be on his side to 
provide him with spiritual support. 

Although the situation was dire, Xia Yan wasn’t panicking. From the beginning he had 
nothing to lose. If it’s so, then let’s see who will have the last laugh. 

Xia Yan now was in a difficult situation in which he had to fight alone. But not every one of 


the officials in the Court was a coward. Just when Zhang Cong appeared to be the strongest 


another brave man emerged. 


By the end of year nine of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1530), Zhang Cong’s mental 
problem reached its zenith. In order to obtain the emperor’s acknowledgement, he suddenly 
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came up with a strange idea. He focused his attention on a dead man. 


It was not a coincident the dead man was a rather famous one, Confucius. Zhang Cong 
claimed Confucius didn’t deserve to be worshiped as a saint for he made no real contributions 
to society and his titles should be removed and his status should be lowered. 


That was just something way out of the line. Everyone, including Zhang Cong, got their 
career started by studying the classic texts written by Confucius. This sort of immoral deeds of 
burning the bridge could only have been conjured up by Mr. Zhang. 


But when an issue was presented to them, officials seemed all have become dumb. No one 
stood forward to salvage Brother Confucius. Thus we can see their minds were very clear: we 


can care less about a dead man, we can’t afford to offend a living man. 


Reacting to this scene, Zhang Cong felt very satisfied. Absolute power would command 


absolute obedience, on this, he was absolutely convinced. 


But not before long, the silence was broken. A young academician stood forward and 


raised his objection. 


Zhang Cong initially didn’t take note of him. But once he had read the memorial, he 
realized he was in a big trouble. Obviously the academician was a talented man of theory. He 
cited classics and enumerated eight reasons to prove that revoking the titles was a mistake. He 
based his reasoning on solid theory and evidence and aimed directly at Zhang Cong. 


Reluctantly, Zhang Cong met the unruly man at his office in the Court. Initially he 
wheedled and induced him with nice words. But the academician wouldn’t budge either way. 
Zhang Cong lost his patience and asked him what was on his mind. 


The reply was simple: I just want an explanation. 


Failing with persuasion, he started a debate. Zhang Cong was a skillful man at debates. But 
this time he got a worthy opponent. Regardless what he said, he was always refuted by his 
opponent. The infuriated Zhang Cong lost his cool and began to yell loudly and make 
unreasonable arguments. But all he got was this statement in reply: 


“T have long heard Lord Zhang got his career started by arguing on rites with exceptional 
reasoning and eloquence. Now I have a firsthand encounter and surely your reputation is not 


a fiction.” 


This was a sharp attack. By citing he “got his career started on arguing rites”, the man was 
hinting not only his rise was not through normal track but also indicating Mr. Zhang Cong 
had a low educational training, poor academic record, and had never been an academician. 


Not surprisingly, upon hearing this, Zhang Cong exploded. He didn’t care to maintain his 
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image anymore, he began spewing out invectives: 
“Who the hell are you? Do you dare to betray me?” 


This was a stern warning, which meant the entire court is filled with my men and you’d 
better behave yourself. 


Seeing his lordship the first secretary was so furious, the people around all were seized 
with fear. Gui E, being kind, kept winking at the man. But this brother seemed to be 
determined to carry the argument to the end. So he slowly and methodically gave his reply: 


“In my humble opinion, betrayal generally originates from being in an affiliation. But I 
have never been affiliated with Your Excellency. How can you talk about betrayal?” 


Finished, he saluted and left. 


Everyone was stunned and their eyes followed the hero as he left. But Zhang Cong, 
standing in the middle, was trembling from rage. He roared: 


“Tf I don’t teach you a lesson, I’m not going to be the first secretary anymore!” 


This brave academician was Xu Jie. At the time he was twenty seven. This was his first as 
well as the most courageous fight in his long career. 


Courage surely carries a price. 


Once again Zhang Cong showed he was a completely vile man. The next day, he went to 
the Censorial Council and wanted to have Xu Jie severely punished. Actually Xu Jie only 
expressed his opinion and didn’t violate the law. 


But means was created by men. Zhang Cong at once created a unique crime for Xu Jie: 
“first to promote heretic theories”. The method of handling that crime was also very simple: 


“Execution, to make him an example!” 
It was not easy for a man to become so shameless. 


Fortunately, Mr. Zhang Cong was not the emperor. What he said didn’t count. Also Xu Jie 
at least had some friends. After some efforts, he was finally able to keep his life. 


He could avoid the death penalty but he could not avoid being punished alive. Zhang 
Cong wasn’t about to give up. 


“T ll give him a pass this time. Let him go to work at Yanping Prefecture in Fujian.” 
That was intended to punish someone to his death. 


Everyone knew in an era when only an academician or a plebeian meritorious could be 
admitted to the Cabinet, if someone was deprived of a position in the capital and sent to 
develop a poor and desolate place, there could be only one result, the ruin of his career. 
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Zhang Cong didn’t kill Xu Jie. He wanted to by his own hands ruin the career of the young 
academician. He wanted to let him live no better than being dead so that he would spend his 
life in misery. Of course, he never thought his action not only didn’t ruin anyone, but instead 
helped to foster the career of the young and outspoken academician. 


Facing such a vicious order, Xu Jie didn’t protest. He knew before Zhang Cong, any protest 
was meaningless. He expressed his gratitude, packed up, and left the capital. 


For the first time Xu Jie paid a hefty price for his reckless action. Being from an 
academician to a local official, he completely lost his hope for his future. But he didn’t know 


this was only a small episode of his eventful and soul-stirring life. 


His life would change completely from now on. In that desolate place, he would grind and 
sharpen his mind and belief. He would eventually understand and acquire a unique kind of 
wisdom and skill. By then, Zhang Cong would certainly not be a match against him anymore. 
In the next thirty years, he would face an even more formidable and cunning enemy. He 
would overcome hardships and obstacles, be many times near death, and achieve the final 


victory. 


A conspiratorial trap 


Having pushed out Xu Jie, Zhang Cong felt a great sense of satisfaction. He was even more 
convinced failure would never befall on him. If I work just a little harder, I’m sure I'll finish 
Xia Yan! 


Zhang Cong gained more and more cohorts and his attacks on Xia Yan also became more 
and more intense. But what was puzzling was Xia Yan seemed to have nothing and lost the 
ability to fight back. Every day he was alone and never collaborated with anyone to mount a 
confrontation. He was not panicking and seemed to be quite at ease with himself. 


To Zhang Cong, it was an indication Xia Yan had run out of ammunitions and could only 
resist him by bluffing. 


But Xia Yan believed just the opposite. He acted that way because he was confident he had 
certain victory in his hands. He based his confidence on his belief that Zhang Cong was 
digging his own grave. 

Mr. Zhang seemed to have a well prepared and thoroughly thought out plan to persecute 
his enemy. He pulled many officials around him and had numerous henchmen. He was 
powerful and rich in financial resources. He had thought out ahead at almost every step of the 
fight. 


But although he had everything well calculated, he still managed to overlook one question, 
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why didn’t Xia Yan form his own party? 


If he found the correct answer to the question, he would perhaps be able to hang on for 


couple of more years. But he failed to do that. 


In the fierce fight, everyone clearly saw although Xia Yan was fighting by himself alone, he 
never gave in to that Lord First Secretary of the Cabinet high above there. Despite under 
repeated attacks and slandering, he neither submitted nor gave up. 


This is a man who’s got guts. Almost all the bystanders held the same view. 
If he is not afraid, why should I?! 


The anger that had been brewing in their hearts finally began to bubble up and rose by 
riding on the opportunity. Oppression, marginalization, and persecution, against all these 
denunciations burst out. We must completely destroy Zhang Cong, the base snide! 


More and more people came to Xia Yan’s side. They believed the man would be able to 
lead them to defeating that despicable man and avenging on behalf of Yang Yi Qing, who died 
in injustice! 

But unexpected by everyone, Xia Yan refused to accept them. He welcomed their 
enthusiastic support but declined their help. He told them he would be able to resist by just 


himself and he didn’t want to involve others. 

Many were moved by his courage. But they didn’t know in fact Xia Yan wasn’t just a 
simpleton. He did that because of only one reason, he knew the answer to that question. 

Xia Yan was far smarter than Zhang Cong. He understood clearly having how many 


people joining him was not the key. There was only one man, the emperor, who would decide 
his fate. 


Although he was a minor and insignificant official, he had the perspicacity to the inside of 
the emperor. The man was extra smart and confident. This kind of man would not be forgiving 
to anyone who dared to post a threat to his authority. 


Zhang Cong was a complete fool. He was already the first secretary of the Cabinet but he 
still wanted to expand his power base. Did he want to become an emperor? 


Xia Yan understood that point very well. He declined the help from everyone, just in order 
to obtain the most important support. 


He watched, with great interest, Zhang Cong’s proud smile and unrestrained expansion 
because he understood the expansion of power meant the acceleration of demise. 


Reality proved Xia Yan’s prediction. The turning point eventually came. The emperor 


suddenly changed his attitudes toward Zhang Cong. He often excoriated him and repeatedly 
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rejected his suggestions and memorials, which greatly humiliated him. 


Zhang Cong finally discovered the situation was unfavorable. Because of his limited 
intellectual capacity, he still didn’t know where the problem was. But what was certain was he 
already fell in a trap. 


Waiting for death was never the style of Chinese politicians. Zhang Cong’s paranoia 
reached its apex. As long as I get rid of Xia Yan and acquire the trust of the emperor and the 
respect of everyone, everything will be just like before! 


But to achieve such a goal, he needed a perfect trap, one that would completely ruin Xia 
Yan’s reputation. 


A memorial started the deployment of the trap. 
July of year ten of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1531). 


The head of the Office of Couriers Xue Kan unexpectedly came to the home of Peng Ze’°, 
the chief of the Office of Rituals and Lands, and handed him a draft of a document. 


The documented was intended to be sent to the emperor. It basically said: 


“In the past when our ancestors distributed titles, one of the royal descendants would 
always stay in the capital for responding to emergencies. Now Your Majesty still doesn’t have 
a son. It is our hope you follow the tradition. Please select one of the members of the royal 
family and have him trained. This is an important matter that concerns the welfare of the state. 
We hope you take a serious consideration.” 


Xue Kan was excited and looked at Peng Ze and waited for his response. 


“Very well.” Peng Ze replied with a smile. “This is a good thing that will do good to the 


country!” 


Xue Kan felt assured. He thought he had made a very good and sensible proposal. He came 
to discuss with Peng Ze because not only were they distinguished scholars from the same year, 
they were also friends of more than a dozen years. 


“There should be no delay. I’ll write this as a memorial and submit it.” 

He was excited, collected his document, and was about to leave. 

But Peng Ze stopped him: 

“Don’t be so rush. Let me think it over. Why don’t you leave a copy to me?” 
The incident got its start here. 


Everything seemed to be normal. Xue Kan devoted himself to the country and made a 


> This is a different person from the previous Peng Ze. 
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proposal. Peng Ze fully supported him and agreed with him. But hidden behind it was a most 


vicious intrigue. 


The key to the problem was that memorial. Xue Kan thought it would benefit the country. 
But Peng Ze knew it was a lethal weapon. The appearance of such diversion was all due to 
differences in job responsibilities. 


Mr. Xue’s place of work was the Office of the Couriers, which was an agency responsible 
for running errands. People working here had limited exposure to the outside world. But Mr. 
Peng worked at the Office of Rituals and Lands, which was an agency in charge of etiquettes 


and rituals. 


Thus when Peng Ze saw the draft, he immediately recognized that a once in a lifetime 


opportunity just befell on him. 


As an Official in charge of etiquettes in the inner palace, Peng Ze knew very well although 
Mr. Civility and Tranquility had often been scolded by officials for various reasons, there was 
one issue that was taboo, the issue of a son. 


For unknown reasons, the emperor had been in his throne for ten years, but still he didn’t 
have a son. The reason was not clear. This sort of thing had always been a private matter. 
Usually it was just a hot subject of discourse in street conversations among mature women. 


Even today one had to go to the hospital in incognito, not to mention the vile old society. 
He dares even to submit a memorial on such a subject, is he tired of living? 


But as an old friend of many years, he smiled and told Xue Kan: this is a very appropriate 
proposal. 


It seemed to be incomprehensible, but the reason was simple: 
First of all, Peng Ze’s behind the scene support was Zhang Cong. 


Then, in that imperial exam fifteen years ago, among the ones passing the exam, besides 
Xue Kan and Peng Ze, there was also Xia Yan. It was widely known Xue Kan was Xia Yan's 
cohort. 


Lastly, Peng Ze was a despicable man who not at all valued friendship. 
Because in Peng Ze’s system of reasoning, there was such a rule: 
Everyone can be sold. Just the price of a friend will be a little higher. 


Peng Ze brought his old friend’s draft to Zhang Cong on the same day and informed him 
of his plan. Zhang Cong, who had been longing for something like this, agreed immediately. 
But in order to achieve the maximum effect from the attack, he decided to play another trick: 


“You go and tell Xue Kan, I very much agree with his proposal. He can go ahead with the 
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memorial. I’ll fully support him.” 
Peng Ze got the instruction and left Zhang Cong’s home. 
But Zhang Cong didn’t rest. He copied Xue Kan’s document. He was going to give it to 


another man. 
The next day, he entered the palace and met the emperor. He showed him the document. 


Seeing the emperor’s blushing face, Zhang Cong, fully at ease, brought out his last fatal 
attack: 

“This is written by Xue Kan and directed by Xia Yan. Your Majesty, please restrain your 
rage. Wait for them to submit the memorial and then deliver the punishment.” 

The emperor suppressed his rage and nodded his head. To him, the offensive memorial 
was a conspiracy designed to embarrass him. He was determined to get to the bottom of it. 

A day later, having received the encouragement from Zhang Cong, Xue Kan 
enthusiastically submitted his memorial. Of course the effect was immediate, going to prison 


with honor. 


Although he was already mentally prepared, the emperor was still very much incensed. As 
he read the memorial that mocked him for not being able to have a son, he sounded a 


desperate angry roar: 
“Find out who is behind this. Regardless who he is, he’ll receive the same punishment!” 


Xia Yan was now in big trouble because almost everyone knew his relationship with Xue 
Kan. This time he wouldn’t be able to extricate himself off this. 


The situation was very favorable. Zhang Cong and Peng Ze began their celebrations. 
Although everything had been going on as they predicted, the unexpected still occurred. 


Very soon, the officials from the Ministry of Justice came one after another to complain. 
They could no longer continue their interrogations. Although Xue Kan didn’t have a good 
sense in judging men, he was rather a man of character. Regardless who asked him, he always 
had just one answer: 


“This is all done by myself, no one else is in this.” 


Running out of other options, the dark hand behind the scene had to come out. Peng Ze 


once again stood in front of Xue Kan and with patience, began to conduct a political catechism: 
“Tf you implicate Xia Yan, you'll be immediately released.” 


Seeing the despicable man appearing in front of him, Xue Kan fell silent. He looked around 


at the officials who were conducting the interrogation, unlike before when he always showed 
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his outrage, he said in a calm and peaceful voice: 

“T admit I indeed wrote that memorial.” 

It seemed to be hopeful and Peng Ze exhaled with relief. As he was about to continue to 
question, he heard a loud roar: 

“T submitted the memorial, all because you directed me to do it! Back then you told me 
Associate Master Tutor Zhang (Zhang Cong) would fully support me on this proposal. Have 


{7 


you forgotten everything? 
Stupefied, he was completely stupefied. 


Although Mr. Peng Ze had very thick skins on his face, in front of all the eyes, he felt 
thoroughly embarrassed. The questioning session quickly ended. 


With the matter at such a point, the end didn’t seem to be achievable. We’ve got to get to 


the bottom of this. If it doesn’t work with amateurs, then let the pros do it! 


The so-called pro was Wang Hong, the supervising censor. The fellow was an experienced 
interrogator. Of course he was also Zhang Cong’s man. 


In order to successfully complete the task of framing Xia Yan, after a thorough deliberation, 
he finally decided to confront his enemy openly by directly dragging Xia Yan in the 
interrogation. He hoped there would be a break through. 


The results showed it was an extremely dumb idea. 


Xia Yan was a fierce and brave man. He wasn’t even afraid of the Lord of Heaven. But if 
Censor Wang dared to come to him, we can only say his skull was probably filled with water. 
An interrogation thus became a farce. 


Censor Wang was blunt and direct. Right at the beginning of the interrogation he targeted 
at Xia Yan. He repeatedly asked the mastermind behind the scene. He even directly questioned 
Xia Yan if he was involved in this matter. 


What Censor Wang did was an open and brazing provocation, which was perhaps 
designed to induce the snake to come out of the hole. But he never thought what he drew out 
was a python! 


Xia Yan didn’t want to waste words with him. As soon as he heard his name being 
mentioned, he smashed the desk and stood up. He shouted: 


“The man named Wang, whom are you referring to?!” 


Wang Hong was stunned. He was afraid the menacing Xia Yan. But he didn’t want to 
admit defeat. So he replied with a few words. 
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Xia Yan erupted. He left his seat and rushed toward Wang Hong appearing to intend to 
strike him. Fortunately the people around him reacted quickly and held him. An incident was 
avoided. 


Prior to this, Zhang Cong had been coolly watching on the sideline and showed no emotion, 
displaying an air of a mafia boss. But the situation had gone out of his imagination. Having all 
shown their real faces, Xia Yan cared nothing more. He didn’t hesitate and went directly to the 


boss behind the scene and shouted his loud and angry denunciations: 
“Zhang Cong, you are the evil hand behind all this. What do you want?!” 
That had to be an insult from a subordinate to a superior. First Secretary Zhang was ready. 


He cleared his throat and was about to retaliate. But before even he had the time to warm up, a 


sonorous voice suddenly came out of nowhere: 

“We ask First Secretary Zhang to recuse himself in this case!” 

The men who said these words were Palace Emissaries Sun Ying Kui and Cao Bian. 

We have to say Brothers Sun and Cao had some training in legal matters. Today, what they 
said had a special legal term: “recusal of litigants”. 


But unfortunately although they were talented as legal counsels, First Secretary Zhang 
didn’t have the demeanor as a judge. Having his words intended to be delivered to curse 
others been returned, Zhang Cong was so enraged that his eye balls almost popped out. Are 
you here to deliberately mess things up? 


But having remained there for quite a while, Zhang Cong found himself not being able to 
utter a single word! Perhaps he wasn’t a match against Xia Yan in brawling and sparring on 
legal matters against the two madcaps. 


Reluctantly all Lord Zhang could do was to leave. As he was leaving, he dropped some 
angry words: 

“You wait and see!” 

With the boss left, there was no reason for them to stay there in stupefaction. Let’s all go! A 
strange interrogation thus ended. 


But Zhang Cong had decided to let his mean spirit carry him to the end. He didn’t waste a 
moment and immediately made a secret report to the emperor. He said he found an anti- 
government group, which was very tightly organized. In addition to Xia Yan, the two legal 
experts who advised him to recuse also became the members of the group. 


The emperor praised Zhang Cong, lumped all three fellows together, and threw them into 


prison. 
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Zhang Cong was ecstatic when he heard this. It seemed the matter was finished. But Mr. 
Zhang Cong forgot Mr. Civility and Tranquility had a much higher IQ than him. Thus there 
were the following extra words: 


“Let them complete the interrogations fast. Send me the records and I'll review them 


myself!” 
That made the game just impossible to play. 


Not to mention the legal experts Sun Ying Kui and Cao Bian, who suffered from a great 
injustice, Xia Yan was even more not someone to be messed with. One perhaps had to wait for 
the Qing armies to cross Shanhaiguan before trying to obtain confessions from their mouths. 


A more serious problem was physical beating couldn’t be applied to these men. After all, 
their offense couldn’t be considered as offense from hostile enemies. For this sort of cases that 
the boss had his hands on, if one used torture, the results would probably not outweigh the 
benefits. 


What to do? No idea. 
Thus, the comrades from the three judicial agencies (the Ministry of Justice, the Censorial 


Council, and the Office of Crimes and Prosecutions) worked hard for several days and nights, 


and finally came up with a report: 

Xue Kan’s memorial was written solely by him. That Peng Ze was instigated by Xia Yan 
was purely a frame-up. 

It was a melancholy conclusion, at least to Zhang Cong. 

Very quickly, the emperor reacted. He released Xia Yan, Sun Ying Kui, and Cao Bian and 


expressed his warm sympathies to them. 


But the matter wouldn’t end so easily. The emperor was angry again. In his life what he 
resented the most were not despicable men, but those despicable men who dared to take 


advantage of him. 


Mr. Zhang Cong was in trouble. This time he could be demoted or reprimanded. Perhaps 
he could even be dismissed from office. But unexpectedly, the emperor didn’t do those things. 


As a smart emperor, he adopted a more vicious and ingenuous method. 


Soon after in a court session, before the eyes of the civilian and military officials, the 
emperor suddenly took out a document and said to Zhang Cong with a bland expression: 

“You gave me this. Now I’m giving you back!” 
Everyone knew what that was. 


Mr. Zhang Cong wished to enter a crack in the earth. With the matter progressing to this 
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point, he could finally bow out with honor now. 

Finally, let us report the final result of this incident: 

Because his trap had been uncovered, Zhang Cong lost his credibility and his career was 
completely ruined. 


For participating digging the hole, Peng Ze was allowed to enter the army in glory (sent to 
military service), so that he could continue to perform his duty for the defense of the country. 


Although having not been instigated by anyone, Xue Kan insulted the emperor for not 
having a son. Evidence of his crime was solid. He was dismissed from office and downgraded 
to a commoner. 


Xia Yan, having toured the prison free of charge for several days (including room and 
board), was then released and the final victor. 


The second puppet 


Zhang Cong was now totally destroyed. Although he still had his limbs intact and no 
apparent defects, politically he had become a completely disabled man. 

The emperor didn’t like him and the officials didn’t support him. Even his cohorts had all 
gone underground and were afraid of being known for their relationships with Lord Zhang. 

As a sharp contrast, Mr. Xia Yan was becoming red and scorching hot. Every human being 
knew the fellow was now a big deal. He could bring down First Secretary Zhang, who else 
dared to oppose him? 

All of a sudden, Xia Yan’s home was as busy as a market. Visitors came in droves. Cousins, 
distant relatives, old classmates, and old neighbors all came to his door. They came and 
expressed in subtle ways in order to just illustrate one ancient axiom, when you prosper, don’t 
forget me. 

In the Court, in midnight (it was really not convenient in daylight), those who came to chat 
with him, to swear to Heaven, and pledge loyalties to him were even more numerous. 

All those and everything were seen by Zhang Cong. Resolved that he would kick a few 
times even on the verge of death, he employed his last tactic, retirement. 

In plain language, the tactic meant to stay away from the headwinds and wait for another 
opportunity. It was a very ancient tactic and innumerable number of ancestors had repeatedly 
used it, which in itself was an indication of reliability and effectiveness. 


Unfortunately, the trick didn’t work on Xia Yan. 


Even in such a greatly favorable circumstance, Xia Yan didn’t get fooled by his newly 
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acquired advantage. He always remembered he was just an employee. He devoted his heart 
and soul to serving his boss. He asked for directions at dawn and reported the day’s work at 
dust. He never formed party alliances. Mr. Civility and Tranquility was very pleased with his 
performance. He was so pleased that under a single stroke, he awarded him with a ministry 


level position, the minister of rites. 


Zhang Cong’s hope fizzled. In year ten of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1531), he retired 
and went home. Soon after, he came back. In several years, he went and came and happily 
busied himself. 


Unfortunately, regardless how he tried to make some noise, no one bothered to notice him. 
It was just like the saying: one fears more being not cursed than being cursed. When someone 
had come to live in the state that no one even bothered to curse him, it was time for him to go 
away. 

In year fourteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1535), Zhang Cong requested to retire (a 
genuine desire). After repeatedly (once) being asked to stay and his resolute desire (no longer 
want to mess around anymore), he got his resignation accepted by the emperor, who praised 
him and issued funds for his travel expenses. 


Zhang Cong embarked on his way home in a dismal mood. Eleven years ago (year three of 
Civility and Tranquility (AD 1524)), it was on this road he walked into the capital in high spirit. 
In a dozen years he had been through tempests and storms, he rose from obscurity and fell 
because of someone from obscurity. The world changed in unpredictable ways and all was just 
like that. 


But Zhang Cong didn’t know in fact he was a very lucky man. Comparing to his several 
successors, the fellow actually was able to live his life to the fullest. In his own hands he 
ignited the flames of fights in the Court of Civility and Tranquility, but he didn’t get burned. 
Indeed, it was a blessing from God. 


Of course he had to blame his inability for being able to die in peace. Comparing to the 
several powerful big shots who were about to appear on the stage, his intellectual capacity and 
ability in intrigues were just not on par. 


Zhang Cong left. When he thought about his achievement in fighting for dad’s title, the 
emperor felt sad. But we have reasons to believe the lord emperor’s feelings were multifaceted 
and he had strong nerves. For the welfare of the country, it was easy to forget someone. 


When one talks about taking care of the world as one’s duty, in plain language, it simply 


means the world is his own and matters of the world are all his private matters. 


To the emperor whose heart was as large as the world, which he ran as both public and his 
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enterprise, Zhang Cong was nothing but a puppet. Now the first puppet had been abandoned, 
he had to find another one. 


In year fifteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1536), the emperor issued his order: Xia Yan, 
minister of rites, was officially promoted to be the associate grand tutor, as well as the 
associate master tutor of the crown prince (secondary first grade). He was named the grand 
academician at the Hall of Military Heroes. He was admitted to the Cabinet. 


The second puppet thus made its appearance on the stage. 


Xia Yan actually knew fully his own identity. He became the second puppet and was 
willing to be an actor as a puppet. On this point, he was a genuinely clever man. 


Xia Yan was indeed smarter than Zhang Cong. Thus his end was worse than Zhang Cong’s. 
Mr. Civility and Tranquility seemed to always hold one firm belief: 


He who is alive is my subject, he who is dead is my subject, and he who is dead still will 


have his ashes to enrich my soil! 


Of course at the moment Mr. Xia Yan was not in danger of becoming fodders because he 
still had a lot of work to do. 


Xia Yan, who had become a cabinet academician, didn’t disappoint his emperor. He was 
indeed a good official. He performed well, at least better than Zhang Cong. Although his 
promotion was contaminated with ingredients of ingratiating to the likings of the emperor and 
some speculations, at least he earned his living on using his own abilities to achieve what he 
had achieved to this day. 


Xia Yan was an incorruptible man. He was also not afraid of the high and powerful. Even 
when he worked as a courier he had proposed to cut the redundant personnel and restrain the 
eunuchs. Although he was a minor official, he had done something that shook the world. He 
castigated Zhang Yan Ling. 


Comrade Zhang Yan Ling was truly an impressive figure, who had trampled on earth for 
over twenty years. Of course, it was not a coincident that he acted so bombastically and 
ignorantly. He had his capital. He was the brother in law of the Filial Father. 


By being in that position, he always had his ways in the years of Grand Rule and Just 
Virtue. No one dared to touch him. 


But Xia Yan touched him. He wrote a memorial in which he censured Brother-in-law 
Zhang on embezzling people’s properties. After the memorial was sent up, no one bothered to 
look at it, even the emperor did nothing about it. We have to know it was year one of Civility 
and Tranquility (AD 1522), the lord emperor had his hands full minding his own business. He 
even managed to lose his dad, how could he have time to mind this sort of things. 
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Zhang Yan Ling was a very vicious person. He wanted to retaliate. But he didn’t expect 
that Xia Yan was even fiercer than him. 


Before Imperial Uncle Zhang could recover himself from it, the informer inside the Court 
delivered a piece of bad news to him: Xia Yan again submitted the second memorial censuring 


him. This time his excoriations were even more scathing. 


Zhang Yan Ling was so angered that he nearly went mad. He so much resented the fellow, 
who didn’t seem to have a sense of which direction the wind was blowing, that he wanted to 
hack him to pieces alive. But with regard to Xia Yan’s charges, he didn’t worry much. After all, 
he was a little guy and had limited impact. No one would bother to listen to him and he 
wouldn't be able to make a big wave. 


Just as he expected, there was still no response to the second memorial. But not before long, 
he received more news: Xia Yan submitted the third memorial! 


Has this guy gone crazy? 


Xia Yan didn’t go crazy, but Zhang Yan Ling was truly pushed to the breaking point, for 
Mr. Xia’s memorials were not just a trilogy, it was rather a long series. 


Thereafter, Xia Yan continued and published the fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh parts of 
the serials, in which he criticized Zhang Yan Ling in the harshest terms. Only after that did he 
stop. 


The series was halted not because Xia Yan gave up in the middle of it, but because the 
matter was resolved. After repeatedly receiving memorials, even the emperor got tired of it. 
Amid his struggles fighting for his dad’s titles, he specially took some time to deal with Zhang 
Yan Ling and the embezzled lands were returned. He’d rather offend Imperial Uncle Zhang 
than Mr. Xia. 


That was the glorious history of Xia Yan. Even the erstwhile Courier Xia dared to challenge 
a senior official of the Court, now he had become Minister and Grand Academician Xia, 
perhaps except those legendary figures like the King of Hell, there would be no one else 
between the earth and sky that he wouldn’t be able to fix. 


Besides being upright and unbending, Mr. Xia possessed another trait, as being 
incorruptible. To officials, that was a lethal blow. If the boss wouldn’t stain himself, it was a 
tough problem. What made it worse was Academician Xia campaigned ferociously against 
corruption. All of a sudden, the culture of the Court changed. Ceaseless cries and lamentations 
of penury could always be heard. 


Overall, Xia Yan was a good man in conventional sense. He coveted no financial wealth 
and got things done. He cared the people and the country. His ability was no inferior to that of 
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Yang Ting He’s and his moral strength and personal integrity far exceeded the former. 

Under his management, Ming prospered and got better every day. The future looked 
bright. 

But Xia Yan was after all not Uncle Lei Feng. He also had an Achilles’ Heel. 

Throughout his life Mr. Xia never smoked, drank moderately, and shunned away from 
money and women. Besides work there was nothing else. But he enjoyed an excruciatingly 
dull life. 

That was because behind the dullness and monotony, there hid power, a great allure. 

Conquering all and dominating their lives to realize his own ambition, which perhaps was 
the most primitive force that drove Xia Yan. 


But we should still praise Xia Yan. Although he chased power, his principal motivation 
was to get things done. In fact, he enjoyed a smooth climb in his quest for power. In year 
fifteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1536), he succeeded Li Shi and became the first 
secretary of the Cabinet. He now was at the acme of power. 


But just as Mr. Xia reached the top of the mountain and before he could even exhale a 
breath of relief, he found there was another man standing there. Apparently, this man wasn’t 


about to make him a friend. 


Xia Yan was already the head of the Cabinet and the number one civilian official. But he 


couldn’t control that fellow. That’s because that man’s name was Guo Xun. 
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When his friend Zhang Cong was in trouble, Guo Xun, being an ally, very loyally adhered 
to his own usual principle, which was to drop stones into a well where his friend had just 
fallen in. It was not important who was running the Court as long as he could keep his own 
position. 

But gradually he found out the new comer Xia Yan wasn’t a simple man, who was very 
smart and enjoyed the emperor’s trust and also showed no inclination to work with him and 
was far more difficult to control than Zhang Cong. For future consideration, it would be better 
to get rid of this man earlier. 


The method of attack adopted by Guo Xun also fully explained this point, that he was an 
unsophisticated man. 


The senior cadre who already had one leg in the tomb had been infamous for accepting 
bribes and corruption. He was not popular and his brain didn’t work well. So he dared to 
directly submit a memorial to accuse Xia Yan. An amateur enthusiast dared to touch a 
professional. That was the legend that an egg dared to smash a stone. 


Of course Xia Yan had to return the charges by his own writings. The two sides kicked and 
punched each other and it was quite a scene. By conventional wisdom, the fight should have 
ended in Xia Yan being the final victor, but reality was far from it. 


The emperor was thoroughly fed up. It would be ok if men under him berated each other. 
But every time they did it they dragged him in. On one side was a key court official and on the 
other side was a relative for years. Both sides wanted the emperor to be the judge. I don’t have 
time to mind your petty squabbles! 


I don’t care if I’m fair. I’ll finish one of you first! 
Xia Yan wasn’t lucky. He was the first one to receive a shot. 


In year twenty of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1541), the lord emperor received a memorial 
submitted by Xia Yan. After reading it, he said nothing but sent for summoning him 
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immediately. 


Xia Yan, upon receiving the order, had an ominous feeling. But he was relatively confident 
because his memorial didn’t touch on any hot issue. Then after he entered the palace, he found 


the problem was far more serious. 


Without any explanation, the emperor scolded Xia Yan, who was befuddled. Then the real 


reason for the scolding was revealed, there were some words miswritten. 
Xia Yan was stupefied. Isn’t this nitpicking? 


If it were someone else, being scolded for that would have not been a big deal. The 


emperor nitpicked on you. Do you dare to whip him? 
But Brother Xia Yan was a real man. He refused to give in and retorted: 


“T made a mistake. I have also become ill recently. I hope Your Majesty will allow me to 


take a sick leave.” 
If you purposefully make trouble, then I’m not going to serve you anymore! 


Of course, Mr. Civility and Tranquility was not someone who would be bullied. Unable to 


control his anger, he shouted: 
“You don’t need to take a sick leave, go ahead and just retire. You don’t need to come back!” 
Bummer, I’m in trouble. 
A prank turned sour. But words uttered couldn’t be taken back. He had to leave, 
swallowing his own words. 
Feeling sad, Xia Yan began to pack his belongings and prepare to leave Beijing. But just as 
he was about to depart, suddenly someone came to tell him: wait, you may not have to leave. 
Xia Yan indeed didn’t have to leave, because something happened and it was a big thing. 
Guo Xun was the culprit of the incident. Because Xia Yan was pushed out of the capital for 


some miswritten words, Guo Xun was jubilant for quite some time. But the fellow wasn’t 


someone who could behave. Very soon he got himself in a big trouble. 


Actually the incident was an issue in work style. The emperor not long ago gave an 
assignment to Guo Xun and Wang Ting Xiang, who at the time was the left censor general. A 


specific order was issued for it. 


But inexplicably, after the order was issued, for over forty days, there was nothing from 
Wang Ting Xiang indicating he worked on it. No one knew what was going on. 


We should here point out Mr. Wang Ting Xiang was an eminent writer, one of the Former 


Seven. He was also a famous philosopher. He was perhaps thinking a philosophical issue, and 
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he didn’t work on it. 


But Guo Xun was way out of the line. Although Wang Ting Xiang was lazy, at most he 
could only be charged as being dilatory. But he was brazenly daring. He knew there was an 
order, but he didn’t go to receive it! He just pretended he knew nothing about it. 


Although Guo Xun was a member of the royal family, he was also a paid civil servant. If he 
got paid, he had to do his job for the emperor. But Mr. Guo obviously didn’t have the sense of 
duty. 

Therefore the emperor was angry. He had an assignment sent down but for over a month 
there was no response. He at once ordered an investigation. Wang Ting Xiang was clever. He 


saw the situation was unfavorable and immediately submitted his report. 


On the contrary, Guo Xun didn’t show a good attitude in admitting his mistake. He still 
refused to do the work and only wrote a memorial to defend himself. It was initially not an 
important matter. Given his family had occupied high positions for generations, at most his 
punishment would be a few words of reprimand and that would be it. But his memorial got 


himself in a big trouble. 


We must point out there were no miswritten words in his memorial, which should be 
commendable. But his problem was far more serious than miswritten words. 


The fellow deserved his character as a man of no sophistication. Not only did he defend 
himself in the memorial, he also wrote down these shocking words: “No need to labor to issue 


decree”. 
In the context, the plain explanation of that phrase is: 


On matters of this sort, you don’t need to issue specific orders. That seems to be 


unnecessary! 
Ok, Mr. Guo, you want to be a man? If I don’t have you whacked, I’m not a Zhu! 


The emperor’s furor erupted. He severely reprimanded Guo Xun and also recalled Xia Yan. 
Just like a leaky roof in a stormy night, because Mr. Guo Xun always took bribes and bullied 
officials and people and did all sorts of bad things, he was so unpopular that when officials in 
the Court saw he was in trouble, every one wrote to excoriate him to add insults to injury. 

At the critical moment, Guo Xun finally awoke. He prevaricated and indicated he was 
under great pressure and needed some rest. He hoped the emperor would accept his request. 

The emperor agreed. He still trusted the well acquainted relative. Seeing the tide had 


turned, officials withdrew their hands. 


If the matter just ended there, Guo Xun would have successfully avoided the storm and 
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perhaps he would have lived out the rest of his life peacefully. But at the critical juncture, Xia 
Yan came back. 

To Xia Yan, Zhang Cong was at least someone who did some work. But Aristocrat Guo had 
no practical skills and was purely a piece of garbage in the society. To ensure the country 
would be managed smoothly and realize his political ambitions, he had to remove this heap of 
garbage. 

But that seemed to be an impossible task. The Guos had rooted back to the Old Zhu’s time 
and had been in power for over two hundred years. They were deeply rooted. They knew the 
ways of both the bright and dark sides of the society. How would an average first secretary be 
able to do anything? 

An average cabinet head certainly couldn’t do anything. But Xia Yan wasn’t an average one. 

He decided to challenge the act of high degree of difficulty and remove the last obstacle. 
Thus he found Gao Shi, his disciple and a censor, and told him his plan, and then asked him a 
question: 

“This is a very risky thing to do. Do you want to do it?” 

The answer was below: 

“To remove a treacherous cullion, I’m willing to risk anything!” 

September 24, 1531, year twenty of Civility and Tranquility. 

Palace Emissary Gao Shi wrote to censure Guo Xun, the Marquis of Wuding. The charge 
said his family had enjoyed favorite treatments from every emperor for generations. Yet he 
was corrupt and violated the laws. His crimes were enumerated and he should be punished to 
the utmost under the laws! 

It was a hefty memorial, in which fifteen crimes committed by Guo Xun were listed. Every 
charge was based on actual facts. It was truly a heavy weight bomb. 

The emperor was enraged. He never thought Guo Xun could have accomplished so many 
“great deeds”. In the rage he sent his relative to prison. 

It took place so suddenly that Guo Xun was surprised. But after entering the prison he 
calmed down because he knew very well the emperor wouldn’t kill him simply because of his 
position. All he had to do was to spend couple of days in the prison. 

His assessment was very much on the mark. The emperor was just hot headed and quickly 
his rage disappeared. He specifically ordered not to use torture. It seemed couple of days later 


he would be released and declared innocent. 


But Guo Xun was wrong. In here he would walk to the end of his life. 
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Soon after, Gao Shi submitted a second memorial. The content was almost the same. It 
demanded severe punishment on Guo Xun. The emperor ignored it and returned the 


memorial. 

That act hid the emperor’s real intention, let the matter stop here and don’t make more fuss 
about it. 

But Xia Yan’s assault was just at the beginning. 


Unlike before, this time the judicial system worked at high efficiency. They very quickly 
summarized the result of the preliminary trial. Guo Xun’s crimes warranted capital 
punishment. 


That caused a headache for the emperor, who initially just wanted to teach Guo Xun a 
lesson. How come now it is a capital punishment? 

With the matter at where it was, he had to be open: 

“The case is still unclear. Return to judicial agencies for more investigation!” 

The first round of probe thus ended. The second round of assault was to commence. 

Gao Shi wrote again and he continued to demand severe punishment. But this time the 
emperor didn’t play nice with him. He demoted Gao Shi as a punishment. 

Having been demoted, Gao Shi wasn’t dismayed, but on the contrary, he was jubilant. He 
already accomplished his mission and more actions were about to be on display. 


Having indicated where he stood, the emperor confidently waited for the result of the 
retrial. But just at this moment, Palace Emissary Liu Tian Zhi suddenly submitted his 
memorial, in which he laid twelve felony charges against Guo Xun. This time it was not as 
simple as corruption and taking bribes, the accusations, which included disrupting the 
operations of the government and plotting insurrections, also varied. 


Just like everything had been preplanned, the usually dilatory Ministry of Justice 
immediately reached a conclusion. In addition to capital punishment, an extra was added, 
there was also a fine by confiscating his personal properties. 


That was just too much. 


The emperor initially thought if he made clear his stance, the men below would naturally 
follow him. But the event progressed against his wishes. The worst was he could only sulk at 
his loss and couldn’t find an outlet to vent his anger because they did everything based on 
ample evidence and strictly followed the law, which just couldn’t be refuted. 


The emperor now finally saw he was a big sucker. He had been fooled thoroughly, it was 


like he had been sold as a piece of good and he was tallying the profits from the sale on behalf 
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of his seller. 


But it doesn’t matter. Although my adversaries are very cunning, I still have the power to 


say the final word. If I don’t say it, who dares to kill Guo Xun?! 


The emperor now learned to be a little clever. He received but ignored the memorials from 
the Ministry of Justice. In the meantime he repeatedly summoned the officials for many times 
and hinted his desire to give Guo Xun a chance to live. 

He calculated if he didn’t give his permission, Guo Xun would remain alive and staying in 
prison for couple of more days wouldn't be a bad thing for this aristocrat. 

But unfortunately he didn’t understand that to kill Guo Xun, his permission wasn’t a 
necessity. In this world, there were many different ways to finish someone. 

The emperor expressed his opinion. But officials acted like they had all been mentally 
incapacitated. They simply ignored the boss’s hearty desire and continued to repeatedly write 
to request Guo Xun’s execution. 

That wouldn’t have been too bad. But a few months later, the emperor received a piece of 
news that was utterly shocking. Guo Xun had died in prison. 

The energetic fellow thus ended his life. He died of unknown causes. But it was certain he 
didn’t die of natural causes. Anyway, when a man was in prison, his torment would be 
entirely at the mercy of others. 

The emperor’s anger finally erupted. It is a brazen abuse of the justice system! It is a 
political assassination! 


But still there was nothing he could do. 
After his death, the officials from the Ministry of Justice and Office of Crime and 


Prosecution voluntarily submitted memorials, in which they criticized themselves and vowed 
to learn from this lesson, improve prison security, prevent such a tragedy from ever 
happening again, take more precautions in the future, etc., and etc. 

In summary, they bore responsibilities, they were negligent, but it was not premeditated. 

The emperor, utterly upset, this time didn’t waste words. He issued orders and demoted 
everyone who was involved in the prosecution of this case as punishment. At least he found a 
way to vent his resentment. 

Xia Yan once again achieved a complete victory. He succeeded in extracting a tooth from a 
tiger’s mouth, and in a fait accompli, turned a living man into a dead one. Not only did he kill 


Guo Xun, he also molested the emperor. He did all these flawlessly and perfectly. 


This success showed Xia Yan had mastered the art in political struggles and reached to the 
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level of perfection. He also thus put himself into the category of superb politicians. 


All right, now I am by myself alone. Having climbed to the top, Xia Yan began to look 


down at everything below. 


Having gotten this far, everyone has to obey me. Great political dreams and ambitions will 
be realized in my hands. 


Xia Yan finally felt very proud. There is no doubt he deserved being proud. But history has 
repeatedly told us the beginning of arrogance always means the ending of triumph. There was 
a pair of eyes watching him and waiting for his mistakes. 


At the top of that mountain, there could be room for only one man. It has always been that 


Way. 


A confident choice 


Actually to the emperor, the bloody struggles in the Court were nothing. Although Xia Yan 
was a very Clever man, comparing to the emperor, he was still far inferior. 


At fifteen, he took the throne. At seventeen, relying on his amazing talent, he defeated 
Yang Ting He. At eighteen, he caned his officials and established his authority. Reality showed 
in governing the country, he was also not a muddle head. 


Soon after taking the throne, he began to seek information about two men: 
“Where are Jiang Bin and Qian Ning?” 
Officials reported they were still imprisoned and waiting for the emperor’s instructions. 


On this question, the officials knew very well usually whenever a new emperor took the 
throne, he would always issue a few pardons to show his generosity. It was very rare an 
emperor celebrated his opening of business by executions. 


There was some distance between the ensuing words and their imaginations: 
“Those treacherous cullions. What use of them to have them around? Behead them!” 


The emperor was a very special man, not only in his intellectual capacity, but also in his life 


experience. 


Unlike the spoiled Zhu Hou Zhao, who muddled along in a big city, Zhu Hou Zong grew 
up in a remote area. Although he was the son of a guardian prince, he actually led a relatively 
miserable life. Beside better food and clothes, he was basically a man deprived of freedom. 


In Ming Dynasty, because of the prior glorious example and stellar success of Zhu Di, 
every emperor looked at his brother guardian princes with revulsion. Without an imperial 
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decree, a prince was not allowed to come to the capital. If he did, he was considered in 
rebellion and would be immediately punished by force. 


Zhu Hou Zong was not allowed to go to Beijing, nor could he loiter around. Around him, 
there were always men monitoring his movement. Thus he usually could acquaint only with 
ordinary people. 


Growing up in such an environment, Zhu Hou Zong understood protecting himself against 
suspicion and also understood the pains of ordinary people. Whenever he heard of the stories 
of his ridiculous cousin, he couldn’t help to shake his head and sigh: 


“Tf I was in the Court, I would cleanse all those treacherous men and create a prosperous 


world!” 
Now it was the time. 


During the rule of the Martial Father, being a eunuch was a profession with great prospect. 
Not only the bigshots like Liu Jin and Zhang Yong, ordinary eunuchs in charge of something 
also wielded immense power. Not only were they in charge of the matters inside the palace, 
they even had power to command troops (eunuchs in garrison). Even local military 
commanders had to take orders from those eunuchs in arms. 


But alas, Zhu Hou Zhao wasn’t a man meeting the expectations. He passed away only at 
the age of thirty. The boss was replaced at the top. With dreams shattered, hearts were broken 
without traces. 


Emperor Civility and Tranquility had a very simple specification for the roles of eunuchs. 
They were just servants. In his view, those men deserved only sweeping floors and washing 
toilets. They must be content at their jobs. How could they imagine becoming rich, 


commanding troops, and running the government? 


He made it known publicly that servants should do only the things done by a servant. If 
anyone stepped out of the bounds, he would be severely punished! 


Initially, the eunuchs didn’t take it seriously, nor did they believe it. But the miserable 
world that belonged to them finally indeed arrived. 


The emperor summoned the Inspectorate of Rites and issued a strict order. All the eunuchs 
who were sent out must be recalled. The order was swiftly executed. 


What to do with the men back? Follow the process. First they were admonished. Then they 
were investigated. If investigations resulted in criminal charges, they were beaten. Those who 
werent able to sustain the beatings would die. But that was still considered humane. Because 
of the large amount of money involved in the corruptions and the crimes were so severe, two 
eunuchs were beaten to death and then their bodies were hung publicly as a warning to others. 
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That was a tough showing. 
Of course those were the misfortunes of the minions. Bigshots also didn’t fare well. 


Among the “Eight Tigers”, Liu Jin was executed by slicing. None of those remained had 
decent endings. Gu Da Yong was fired and his properties confiscated. His last job was a gate 
keeper for Zhu Hou Zhao’s mausoleum. Another man named Wei Bin, having toiled hard for 
decades, and finally rose to be the head of Inspectorate of Rites. By a simple order of the 
emperor, he was laid off to join those unemployed. It was said there wasn’t even a house left 
to him. He was directly expelled out from the palace and became a street beggar. 


All those left suffered and everyone was punished severely. Even the one that should not 


have been punished also got whacked. 


On all accounts, Zhang Yong should be thought as a good man. He helped Yang Yi Qing 
and helped Wang Shou Ren. He treated others honestly. It seemed he should not have ended 
up in the black list. 


But Mr. Civility and Tranquility was just too ferocious. To him, anyone who was willing to 
suffer that kind of a cut was not a decent man. Very quickly Zhang Yong was demoted and 
then was ordered to retire. When it appeared he was not about to be able to keep his head, 
Yang Yi Qing came forward to lobby on behalf of him. 


At last a man was rewarded for being good. Mr. Yang averred and pledged his own head 
to save Zhang Yong, which resulted in his position reinstated and he became the only eunuch 


who had real power. 


Besides putting severe restrictions on those local eunuchs, Mr. Civility and Tranquility also 
made himself an example of responsibility and did his best to restrain the eunuchs around him. 
For example, the latter well known Huang Jin had followed him since his childhood and had 
served him with utmost attentions. But as soon as they got to Beijing, the emperor changed his 
face. He warned him sternly to behave and not to play tricks on him. 


The emperor was one who reviled eunuchs. On the surface it was simply a matter of 
personal preference. But truth was not as it seemed. Behind it there hid a secret, a secret in 
choice. 

Actually ruling a dynasty was equivalent to running a business. The difference is 
governing a country was at a much larger scale. An ordinary business has to deal with taxes, 
inspections by regulatory authorities, safety inspections, and fire safety inspections. On 
holidays they have to offer tributes and in bad years they suffer losses or bankruptcies. 


On the contrary, the business of creating a dynasty was much easier. Except high initial 
costs (one had to risk his life) and irregularities in business cycles (perhaps tomorrow he 
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would become a martyr), as soon as the dynasty was successfully established, he could 
immediately have his equipment furnished anew. From now on not only did he pay no more 
taxes, he would be able to collect others’ money. He decided how much he wanted to collect. 
You ruled others and no one else ruled you. 


Because creating a government was much more profitable and offered more future 
prospect than creating a business, ever since history began, innumerable numbers of men tried 


but very few succeeded (there were only that many dynasties). 


Those first chairmen of the boards who succeeded in creating the businesses were usually 
men extremely crude and ferocious. For example, Mr. Zhu Yuan Zhang got his start empty 
handed. If the men under him didn’t obey him, besides being fired, they also had to pay fines 
(lives) for contract violations. Thus they all had to submit to his management. 


But after the first CEO died and if the succeeding CEOs were incapable and not able to 
resolve issues in the enterprise, reluctantly they had to recruit talents from the public (the 
imperial exam system), and had to hire the elites among them as the general manager (the 
head of the Cabinet) to help them to run the business. 


But the problem was the general manager wasn’t necessarily someone who would be so 
obedient. In economics this is called the agency problem. The ones who were able to emerge 
from the many applicants and reached to the top were usually extremely cunning ones. They 
were not the tamed ones. The chairmen grew up spoiled in the family enterprises were usually 
not matches against them. 


In order to have situations under control, a chairman created a new type of talent, 
secretaries (eunuchs). These men usually were not well educated and not of good character. 
They also had psychological problems. They enjoyed bullying their employees. But they all 
had one good trait, they were obedient. To the chairman, that was satisfactory enough. 


Thus to Emperor Civility and Tranquility, the secretaries (eunuchs) were not his enemies, 
but rather his allies. Throughout the entire Ming, regardless how rampant the eunuch problem 
was, and how badly they bullied the officials, they all obeyed the emperors. Since the 
Expressively Charitable Father, eunuchs had become emperors’ assistants, who helped to 
govern the giant empire. 


Emperor Civility and Tranquility understood very clearly that in his reign, two choices 
were available to him. One was the poorly educated, bootlicking, and obedient eunuchs. The 


other was the highly educated, feisty, and recalcitrant civilian officials. 


Even a fool knew the former was far easier to handle than the latter. Thus many of his 


colleagues chose the eunuchs. But Emperor Civility and Tranquility didn’t do that. 
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That was because he was very confident. He believed he would be able to handle everyone. 


That was a very tough choice. From now on, he would lose the help of his secretaries and 


deal with the cunning and well-read general managers alone. Reality proved he succeeded. 


Either a Zhang or a Xia meant nothing. Regardless how boisterously men fought below 


him, he was always a calm bystander and the ultimate judge. 


Twenty years had gone by and victory was always in his hands. People of all sorts, 
regardless of their education, race, sex, constellation, and personal taste, as long as they 


worked for him, they all were tamed. 


Life at the very top was a miserable experience. When there were no worthy opponents, he 
had to find something else to do. Soon, Mr. Civility and Tranquility found a spiritual 
sustenance in practicing Taoism. 


We should know Taoism was a home grown product of China’s. It was developed by 
Chinese without outside help. If we have to use a word to describe this religion, that word is 


mystical. 


Mystical means confusing and esoteric. One held a Taoist’s Bible in his hands and collected 
all sorts of strange materials. He kept adding fire woods to the alchemist’s kiln enshrouded in 
smoke. Then he danced before the doodads that even ghosts wouldn’t bother to swallow. No 
one knew what these men were doing every day from morning to evening. 


One word can be used to describe it: abstruse. 


But don’t deduce from this that the followers of Taoism were people who did nothing after 
getting themselves fed. That’s because Mr. Civility and Tranquility was a seasoned member of 


this organization. 


On the personalities of Mr. Civility and Tranquility, we have described many times. He 
was a man who would not rise up early without a purpose. He had absolutely no interests in 
charitable work, but he willingly devoted his precious work hours every day with incense 
burners set up in the palace and hired at high costs a bunch of Taoists to burn incenses. 


In appearance it was queer but in reality it was quite simple. 


Unlike other religions, Taoism professed ascendance to heaven and becoming immortal, 
which was the ultimate goal. Practitioners always believed someday they would be able to 
extricate themselves from earth’s gravity, violate aerodynamics, live longer than robots, go 


anywhere they want to go, and live as long as they wished. 


The emperor firmly believed it. For decades he studied and practiced Taoism every day in 
pursuit of immortality. Historians gave his actions a definition, devoted to practicing Taoism 
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and devoid of governing. 


The definition was far off the mark because it was far from the truth. Mr. Civility and 


Tranquility had a very clever plan. Practicing Taoism was just the ways, not the means. 


He didn’t care who was Laotse the Supreme Lord. His purpose of practicing Taoism was 
simple. He just wanted to live a few years longer so that he would be able to rule the world 
forever. Because he enjoyed living, he loved power, control, and struggle, everything he had 
now, and that was the real truth. 


Thus the issue of practicing Taoism, in the end, was an issue of politics. 


Tying knot is an art 


Ever since the emperor took the throne, numerous men tried various methods to control or 
influence him, but they all invariable failed. 


He was able to handle anyone at ease, regardless if he was an official or a eunuch. No one 
was able to threaten him. But he never thought his life, which seemed to be so remote and 
unreachable, was almost taken away be a bunch of menial women in a dark night. But they 
failed, thanks to a knot. 


It was November 20, 1542, year twenty one of Civility and Tranquility’. 


It was late in the night. As usual, the emperor stayed in the inner palace. On this night, the 
one who slept with him was the Chaste Imperial Concubine, whose surname was Cao and at 
the time was hot and a favorite of the emperor. The emperor set up a permanent encampment 
here at her place and adored her. The empress resented her but could do nothing against her. 


As the lord emperor was sound asleep with his concubine, a group (note, a group) of 
shadowy figures skulked into the bed chamber. They came to the bedside and the hands of the 
leading figure extended out. A rope was looped around the emperor’s neck (perhaps he was in 
a deep sleep) and a knot was tied. 


Then she slowly tightened the knot, which encircled the emperor’s neck. The ruler of the 
world could be so vulnerable. 

The one who was tying the knot was Yang Jin Ying, whose job was a palace maid and no 
other details about her were available. But one thing was certain, she was not good at tying 


knots. 
One couldn’t be comfortable at sleep being strangled. Thus being half awake and _ half 


° The author seems to have made a mistake. The date in Chinese doesn’t exist. The given date is based on the date of another 
date in Chinese of a similar name. 
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asleep, finally he started to move. 
Thanks to years of lack of exercises, his reaction was slow. Before he could even cry for 


help, he lost consciousness again. 


By all means Mr. Civility and Tranquility’s death was certain. But the feeble movement in 
his unconsciousness evoked panic in the murder’s heart. 


After all, Yang Jin Ying was just a palace maid. Perhaps she didn’t even have the courage to 
kill a chicken. But now she held the rope that strangled the neck of the most feared person in 
the world. 


The contrast was too great. Amid the panic, she looped the rope and tied another knot over 
the existing one. 

Anyone who has tied shoe laces must know the result of tying such a knot, it is a dead knot. 

By the way, I have very good firsthand experience in this. Due to lack of systematic 
training, I was really bad at tying my shoes. For a long time I often tied dead knots. Not until 
being taught by a master, was I finally able to tie butterfly knots, the sort that is scientific and 
logical. 


Just like tying shoe laces, to strangle someone, it’s better not to tie a dead knot, for a dead 
knot cannot be tightened. Of course, if one wanted to combine the arts of murdering and tying 
knots, then it wouldn’t be a bad choice to tie a butterfly knot. 


Yang Jin Ying discovered the problem. Regardless how hard she tried, the knot wouldn’t 
tighten. Amid the panic, she forgot the very simple solution, untie and retie. 


By the rules of committing crimes, usually in performing this sort of covert acts, as long as 
it didn’t involve tasks that required physical strength (like moving a dead body), the fewer 
people involved, the better. It was no exception this time. 


Yang Jin Ying’s panic scared another accomplice. She was about to give up. 


The timid accomplice was Zhang Jin Lian. Upon witnessing the commotion, her will to stay 
in this completely collapsed. 


To escape from everything in front of her, she sneaked out and was unnoticed. Then she 
reported to the empress. 


It was an act that saved the emperor’s life. But it was also a foolish decision, ever since the 
moment she skulked into the inner palace, her name had been recorded in the catalog of the 
King of Hell. 


Regardless what she did, it wouldn’t have mattered. 


When the empress got the news, after being awaken in the deepth of the night, she couldn’t 
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even utter coherent words. She rushed to the scene herself, along with others. She nabbed the 
criminal Yang Jin Ying in her action. At the moment maid Yang was still working hard at 
tightening the rope. Apparently she thought the rope was still not tight enough. 


The empress untied the dead knot for the emperor and removed that special necklace. 
Imperial doctors also made an emergency visit. After some intense work by the doctors, except 
feeling some discomfort in using his neck, Mr. Civility and Tranquility managed to have his 


life saved. 


The case shook the world. The lord emperor was almost strangled to death in one of his 
wives’ bed. And the murder was even an unarmed palace maid. If it was something happened 
today, it would be absolutely a special piece of tabloid news. Inner palace scandals and secrets 
of the empress and concubines would have to come to the surface and speculations would be 


rampant. 


But unexpectedly, the case was handled at an extremely low profile. Almost all official 
history records shunned from it. There seemed to be some secrets that had to be hidden. 


Of course there was a conclusion. After the trial, suspects Yang Jin Ying and Zhang Jin Lian 
fully confessed their crimes. In order to win leniency, they also revealed the dark hand behind, 


the Serene Court Lady Wang. 


Miss Wang was also a wife of the emperor and was one of the heavyweights in the inner 
palace. There is no need to say more here, she was bestowed with the title of being the 


mastermind of this crime. 


By now, the first round of trial ended and there was no need to send the case to the 
prosecutor’s office to make formal charges. Everyone involved was immediately executed. 


The case ended there. But the truth didn’t seem to have been revealed. That’s because there 
was a question that still hasn’t been answered, the motive. 


We surely know killing an emperor was a grave matter. It must not be minimized. By 
convention, anyone who dared to take such a risk had to follow a rule, that benefits 
overweighed the risk. 


No one wants to be in a losing business. Then what kind of benefits motivated them to 
commit to such an appalling act? In those years, Wu Ze Tian was no longer in vogue anymore’. 
The most mysterious was on Lady Wang. There was no reason for her to do this. Because 
by profit and loss calculation, even if the emperor died, she wouldn’t be able to gain any profit 


from it. 


7 Wu Ze Tian was a woman emperor of the Tang Dynasty. 
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It was a case without motivation. Those involved were not those who would benefit from it. 
That seemed to be very hard to comprehend. But on the other hand, it’s very hard to 
understand women’s thoughts. Besides jealousy, reasons like hormonal imbalance and 
emotional disturbance couldn’t be ruled out. 


Thus overall, the case remains a mystery, in which motives are not clear and truth are not 
known. The only thing clear is the end of everyone involved: 


The emperor was very depressed. His neck was roped and almost died in his own bed. 
After that he moved out of the inner palace and moved to the West Garden. 


Yang Jin Ying and others, instigated by others, in the end lost their lives. Lady Wang was 
charged with contract murder. If it was true, then she deserved the punishment. If it was 
purely a fabrication, then she was simply unlucky. 


But there was still someone profited from this. It was the empress. Not only did she save 
the emperor and remove Lady Wang, she also took advantage of the situation and committed 
another bad deed. Under her manipulation, the special committee investigating the murder 
found the Chaste Concubine also knew the plot. The empress put her on the bandwagon and 
sent the dangerous enemy (relatively to her) to the execution ground. 


After that, the murder case became a hot topic in street conversations. It was also a topic for 
gossips among the officials. But the case wasn’t just a tabloid story. In fact, it had a great 
impact to the development of the history in the twenty years after it. 


Perhaps the shock was too great. The emperor suffered a great psychological blow. From 
then on he no longer went to the Court. In the beginning officials didn’t think much of it. They 
thought his lord emperor needed to convalesce and soon after he would recover from it. All 
they had to do was just wait momentarily. 


But they never thought the wait would last for over twenty years. 
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The Most Sinister Enemy 


Yan Song’s principles 


The emperor settled himself in. But the game of struggles among the officials was just 
entering the climax. Xia Yan eliminated his biggest opponent and grasped all the power. 
Everyone was under his control. 


It was year twenty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1542). Everything seemed to be 
perfect. But he could not have imagined his collapse would arrive at the most glorious 
moment. 

The man who would destroy his bright future was Yan Song. 

Yan Song’s curtesy name was Wei Zhong. He was born in year sixteen of Accomplished 
and Reformed (AD 1480) in Fenyi of Yuanzhou Prefecture in Jiangxi. 


This man has been very well-known. Since Ming, he has been cursed ceaselessly and 
repeatedly in various forms (in books and plays). Eventually he acquired a glorious title, the 
number one treacherous official in Ming. 


Actually before embarking on that road of no return, he had been a courageous, upright, 
and principled man. Back then, he was Xia Yan’s friend. 

Just like all the tragedies, Yan Song’s story also had a comical beginning. 

We must say Yan Song was fortunate. When he was born, his family was not rich, but it 
was a middle class family. His father Yan Huai took part in the imperial exams for many times. 
He tried and failed, failed and tried. In the end he was exhausted and took up teaching as his 
profession. 


The unaccomplished undertaking certainly would have to be completed by his son. Yan 
Song began his learning career soon after his birth. 


Yan Song’s childhood education could have been written into a textbook on elementary 


education. It was said he learned writing at age three. By six he was able to recite the Four 
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Books and Five Classics. But those were still trivial affairs. It was what took place two years later 


that really caused a sensation. 


This year, thanks to his excellent scores, Yan Song, at age eight, was admitted to the county 
college as an exceptional student. 


If that doesn’t seem to be a big deal, then let us use two other fellows as an example, then 


you ll know the secret in it: 
Hai Rui became a juvenile student at age twenty eight. 
Fan Jin became a juvenile student when he was over fifty. 


Actually these two fellows could be considered as accomplished youths. Many 
sexagenarians and septuagenarians failed to become juvenile students to get admitted to 
county colleges. Comparing to them, Yan Song had to be a child prodigy among child 
prodigies. 

In that way, Yan Song had been a child prodigy for eight years. By year eight of Grand 
Rule (AD 1495), sixteen year old Yan Song was ready for the county exam. His luggage was 
already packed. Then just as he was about to leave, his father died. 


It was truly a sad thing. Usually at such moments, there is a routine script. A bunch of 
relatives and friends should emerge to the scene. They should console him with words about 
not to sadden himself too much, to do his best at what he was usually good at, and to comfort 
his ancestors. Then our hero should wipe dry of his tears, raise his head to look at the sky, and 
clench his fists as if he had been through great sufferings. Then he should embark on the road 
forward. 


Yan Song’s situation was not much different. There was only one difference. He didn’t go 
to take the exam. But it was not because he was too saddened he didn’t want to take the exam, 
but because he couldn’t. Per Ming laws, those who suffered deaths of their fathers had to 
mourn for three years at home. 


There was no way to violate state policies. Yan Song had to wait for three years at home. 
Three years later, with his father’s wishes and his own ambitions, he went to Nanchang. He 


easily passed the exam and got his name written high in the list. 


Yan Song got a good score. He was very confident about the general exam next year. But 
reality showed local experiences usually wouldn’t work at the central government. When the 
test results came out, the despondent Yan Song, who failed, sighed and embarked on the way 


home. 


It doesn’t matter, next time I'll pass! 
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Three years later, he went to the capital to take the exam for the second time. A few days 
later, he went home with the comforting goods his fellow townspeople sent to him. 


Whether he was a child prodigy or a genius, if he failed the exam, he failed. Nothing could 
be complained. 


Yan Song was disappointed but did not give up. He was convinced he would succeed. 


He went to take the exam for the third time. This time he didn’t have any illusions. He just 
wanted to pass and that was all he hoped. 


But Heaven teased him, in a friendly way. 


Lord Heaven perhaps thought Mr. Yan Song was so erudite that he had to get teased. After 
failing twice, Yan Song was surprised to know his test score. He ranked second in the second 


tier. 


Three men (the top scholar overall, the eye of the list, and the scout of flower) were in the 
first tier. Second of second tier meant he ranked fifth in the country. 


The result was just too good. Yan Song, after being surprised, was ecstatic. He thought his 
life was about to change completely. 


In year one of Just Virtue (AD 1506), Yan Song was appointed academician and became a 
plebeian meritorious. This year he was twenty seven. Young and talented, he had a bright and 


great future, which lasted for three years in total. 


In year four of Just Virtue (AD 1509), Yan Song received a piece of grave news. His mother 
died. 


Yan Song was a filial son. After his father died, his mother toiled despite great suffering to 
rear him and provided him for his study and taking exams. Just as he was able and willing to 
support her, she was gone. It was truly life’s tragedy. 


Any human being would feel sad under such a circumstance. But Yan Song seemed to have 
overdone it. He felt pains day and night. He grieved so much that he almost lost his life. Only 
after an emergency resuscitation was he able to come back alive. 


That was not all. Yan Song, being so agrieved, made another surprising decision. He would 
resign, go home, and live an obscure life. 


It was an admirable choice. A young man with a great promising future, decided to 
abandon pursuit of glory and wealth and eschew the mundane world, just to commemorate 
his mother, to whom he didn’t have the chance to pay back her munificence. The twenty seven 


year old Yan Song was a highly esteemed man. 


Yan Song went back to home to live a hermitage life. But the country didn’t forget him. The 
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Court repeatedly issued decrees, hoping to bring him back to serve the country. 


But Yan Song refused. Although he was already out of the mourning period, he still 


refused to enter the Court, simply because of another reason: 
“Yours Humbled doesn’t want to be at the side of those treacherous men!” 


The treacherous men mentioned by him were Qian Ning and Jiang Bin, who at the time 
were red hot. Yan Song possessed strength in his own character. He would rather not to be in 
office, than associating himself with those cullions. 


The Yan Song of the time was a principled man. 


But after remaining as an outcast for ten years, he eventually had to accept an invitation by 
one man to come out to serve. It was not he contradicted himself. Rather it was because he 
couldn’t refuse this man. 


This man was an old friend of us, Yang Ting He, the first secretary of the Cabinet at the 


time. 


In Yan Song’s eyes, Yang Ting He was the pillar of the Court. In Yang Ting He’s eyes, Yan 
Song was a rare talent. More significantly, in the general exam ten years ago (year eighteen of 
Grand Rule, AD 1505), it was Yang Ting He, who picked Yan Song’s treatise and laid 


extravagant praise on it and eventually became his teacher. 


Mr. Yang was a man of remarkable foresight. Seventeen years later (year two of Civility 
and Tranquility, AD 1523), in the palace exam, he also praised another newly anointed 
distinguished scholar. He asserted that man would do great later. Then he also worked hard to 


promote him. 
It seemed the world was indeed very small, for the name of the lucky man was Xu Jie. 
In year eleven of Just Virtue (AD 1516), Yan Song once again came out from his exile. 


In officialdom seniority was always the best practice. Prevailed by such an ideology, Yan 
Song didn’t get a fair treatment. The saying was, “you've got your talent given by heaven, but 
you still have to restart at even”. He first entered the Imperial Academy. But he could only 
manage to work as an editor (a low level position at the academy). After more than a year, he 


got nowhere. 


But life was always full of variations. In year three of Just Virtue (AD 1518), Yan Song got a 


job to deliver imperial decrees. 


That is what has been known as His Majesty’s Envoy. Although it was a job that required 
physical strength, it was still not bad for someone to be able to show his power and prestige to 
the locals and hobnob with people with drinks and foods. 
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But reality proved the so-called His Majesty’s Envoy was actually a toilsome job. 


Yan Song accomplished his task dutifully. Then he rushed back. But Heaven seemed still 


was in a playful mood. Once again He sent Yan Song at the wrong time to a wrong place. 
In detail, this was the environment Yan Song was in: 
Time: June of year fourteen of Just Virtue (AD 1519). 
Location: Linjiang Prefecture in Jiangxi. 
If you see some familiarity then it means you have a good memory. At this time and this 


location, besides Yan Song, there was another fellow who was also conducting a great 


agitation. That was the great Mr. Wang Shou Ren. 


Yan Song was just very unlucky. There were many places in the entire country that he 
could have gone but he managed to be in the time of the Prince of Ning’s rebellion. If chance 
had her way, he probably would have greeted Imperial Inspector Wang, who just recently 
arrived ashore off a boat. 


But he had neither Inspector Wang’s courage, vision, nor the flag card. So he just stayed in 
hiding. 

But there was always a time limit on evading wars and tumults. When the war was over 
one had to do whatever he was supposed to do. But perhaps Yan Song was emotionally 
disturbed by the unrest. His hiding was a complete one. He didn’t go back to the capital. He 
asked someone to apply for a leave on his behalf and went directly back to home. 


If what Yan Song did happened today, he would be at minimal thought as exhibiting 
cowardliness, to the maximum it would be considered as dereliction of duty. If the matter was 
in Zhu Yuan Zhang’s hands, perhaps Yan Song’s skin would have dried up in air. 


But at the time Mr. Zhu Hou Zhao didn’t have the time to mind it. He was busy having fun. 
Who the hell was Yan Song, to bother the attention of his lordship? 


In that way, Yan Song began his retirement life again. But Heaven was determined to push 
him to the forefront of the scene. Two years later, another opportunity came up. Mr. Zhu Hou 
Zhao died. Yang Ting He began to take charge of the day to day fairs of the government. In 


Yan Song’s view, the time for him to serve the country had finally arrived. 


In April of year sixteen of Just Virtue (AD 1521), Yan Song officially entered the capital. His 
life would forever be changed from now. 

But no sooner did Yan Song arrive in the capital, than he found the situation was not good. 
He went to see his teacher Yang Ting He, who still recognized him and greeted him but didn’t 
pay much attention to him, which greatly embarrassed him. 
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Such was the nature of vicissitude in human affairs. Yan Song was confused. 


Actually Yang Ting He acted without loss of fairness toward him. He didn’t pay attention 
to Yan Song simply because he was in the thick of another important matter, fighting against 
the emperor. 


Yan Song’s bad lucks struck him hard. He didn’t fare well after his return. Then when he 
was to deliver the imperial decree he ran into the Prince of Ning’s rebellion. Now after some 
hard work he managed to get back to the capital, just to bump into the great arguments on the 
titles of the emperor’s father. 


This year Yan Song was already forty one. People more senior than him were retiring. His 
classmates had been promoted. Those junior to him didn’t respect him. He had become a 
burden that no one noticed and no one cared. 


Officials at the Ministry of Personnel mulled for a long time. They thought he was a useless 
man. Not much could be gotten out of him either. Thus they sent him to the Imperial Academy 
in Nanjing. 

Back then Nanjing had an epithet as “eschewed by ghosts”. It was a place where power 
and money didn’t exist and poverty reigned. But Yan Song could do nothing. He had to 
obediently go to Nanjing. 

But he could not have imagined it was this damned assignment that salvaged his life and 
brought him the great and glorious expectation. 

That’s because soon after he departed for Nanjing, two men hurriedly rushed from Nanjing 
in opposite direction and would stir up a swift and fierce tempest that was unprecedented. 

The two men were no other than Zhang Cong and Gui E. The grand and ferocious 
argument over the titles of the emperor’s parents thus was at the climax. 


Everyone knows the result of the fight. In this fierce and brutal fight, numerous numbers of 
officials fell to the ground. The entire cabinet was cleansed. A new generation of aristocrats 
came on the stage. 


Yan Song was lucky. When the event took place, he was in Nanjing. He had no party 
affiliations and had nothing to worry. He drank tea every day and chattered about the gossips 


from the capital. His lived a sweet and enjoyable life. 


Even so, the event didn’t seem to have a significant impact to his future prospects. After all, 
his teacher Yang Ting He was the loser in the fight and he could not gain anything from this 
fight. 


But Yan Song himself knew very clearly his time for his meteoric rise had arrived. Things 
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were not as simple as they seemed. In addition to his teacher Yang Ting He, he had another 
close friend Gui E, who was also a hometown fellow of his. 


Just as expected, soon after, news came from the capital. Yan Song would be transferred to 
Beijing from Nanjing. He jumped over three levels and was promoted to the dean of Imperial 
College. 

Treacherous life and cunning officialdom changed Yan Song. From repeated failures he 


learned the secret to success, one must be suave. 


“In anytime and anywhere, before the final outcome shows itself, never bet all of your 
chips”, John D. Rockefeller®. 


Thereafter, Yan Song’s career entered its golden age. In April of year seven of Civility and 
Tranquility (AD 1528), he was promoted to deputy minister of rites. In September of year ten 
of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1531), he was elevated to the minister of rites in Nanjing and 
then he was appointed to the minister of personnel. 


Yan Song yielded to reality. He changed himself. He began to curry favors from the 
emperor. He flattered and toadied. But all those things seemed to be normal. 


In the imperial court, brownnosing didn’t indicate the desire to get promoted. It was a 
necessity for survival. 


Thus so far, Yan Song was still a relatively honest man. Although his methods of seeking 
advancement were still not so honorable, he knew what actions were honorable and what 
actions were disgraceful. In the Court he still spoke his mind and showed no apprehensions. 


In other words, he was a principled man. 


In year seventeen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1538), his principle was shattered. 


The toughest essay 
In July of this year, there came the most troublesome thing. 


By now, years had been passed since the great argument on the titles of the emperor’s 
parents. What had to be recognized was recognized and what had to be bestowed had been 
bestowed. Mr. Civility and Tranquility should be satisfied. 


But the fellow was a guy who wanted a yard when he got an inch. A sudden idea came to 
him. So he came up with a new demand. 


This demand was surely something that would not be supported by the officials. 


* This is not known to be one of Rockefeller’s famous quotes. Perhaps the author got it from translated Chinese sources and 
the original quote has been lost in translation. 
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The emperor not only wanted to recognize posthumously his father was an emperor, he 
also wanted to move his dad to the Royal Ancestral Temple to make his father an idol of 
worships by the emperor’s later generations. Lastly, he wanted to give his father a title, the 
Sagacious Father of Ming. 


In history, there is a special name for this demand, Fatherhood and Templehood. 


It was an extremely outlandish demand. How can one who had never been an emperor to 
be admitted to the Royal Ancestral Temple and bestowed with a title of fatherhood? 
Previously he fought for recognition of his father and that was something conforming to 
human nature. Now with such an outrageous demand, he had shown he was an insatiable 


man. 


All the officials had heard of it but they all remained silent. They waited for the reaction 


from one man. 
This man was the minister of rites, who was in charge of etiquettes and rites. 


Very unfortunately, the current minister was Yan Song. Now, regardless how much he 
wanted, he couldn’t evade it anymore. If he consented, he would be excoriated. If he opposed 
he would be punished by the emperor. 


But a sly fox was a sly fox. Yan Song mobilized his brain tissues. After some arduous 


contemplation he wrote a memorial to the emperor. 


It was a memorial of very high quality. The entire essay totaled over one thousand words. 


It seemed to have addressed everything. But upon closer examination, it really said nothing. 


Yan Song once again played sleight of hands. If it were some other man, the essay would 
probably have worked. But this time he ran into Mr. Civility and Tranquility. 


As soon as he finished reading the memorial, the emperor summoned Yan Song and in a 
few phrases he summarized his impressions. He was sitting on the fence, sly and cunning, and 


trying to please both sides. 


Yan Song, with cold sweat running down his face, fled from that dreadful man in disgrace. 
He finally saw before this man, there could be only two kinds of men, those who were for him, 


or those who were against him. 
Except those, there was no third alternative. 
Two options appeared in front of him at the same time, principle, or interest. 
Without hesitation Yan Song chose the latter. 


He didn’t want to suffer torturing anymore. He was already fifty eight and suffered too 


much hardship and toiled too much. Interest was all he coveted. 
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Principle, how much per tael? 


In that evening he made his decision. He took his brush and wrote An Ode to the Blessed 
Cloud and An Ode to the Crowning Success of the Grand Etiquette to commemorate the wise 
decision by Mr. Civility and Tranquility. Literary training of thirty years morphed itself into a 
sycophantic paraphrasing. 

The emperor was finally satisfied. He was convinced the man named Yan Song would 
completely obey him and all of his orders. 


Yan Song’s action very quickly triggered a tsunami. Reprobation and scolding darkened 
the sky and covered the earth, which echoed unceasingly for over thirty days. 


But Yan Song didn’t care. He already decided on the direction of his future life: as long as 
he was able to advance in his career to the pinnacle as an official, he would not care about the 
methods! He would betray everyone and abandon all the moral principles that existed in the 
human world! 


“Awoken and enlightened”, Yan Song established a completely new philosophy on life. 
But he soon found out to achieve his goal he had to remove an obstacle, Xia Yan. 


Relatively speaking, Xia Yan was a somewhat recalcitrant subordinate. He would often 
refute the opinions of his superior. He even rejected the emperor’s edicts, which embarrassed 
the emperor. That was because he was still a man of conscience and principle. 


The shameless Yan Song wanted to remove the shame conscious Xia Yan, which didn’t 
seem to be difficult. But not until in actual practice, did Yan Song find that was almost an 
impossible task. 


That’s because Xia Yan had a killer weapon that he didn’t have. 


If we have to rate the hardest essays to write in Ming, the answer is absolutely not Octet- 
Essay, but Green Verses. 


It must be pointed out that green verses were not the things that could be written by 
anyone. The copyright of this stuff was entirely owned by Emperor Civility and Tranquility. 
No one else would be allowed to violate the copyright. What’s unique about this style is it was 
written entirely in verses and featured glamorous phrases. It was extremely hard to write. 
Because it was written only on a special paper made from green ivies, it was called green 


verses. 


Green verses were used in practicing Taoism and worshiping the heaven. In practice, they 
were written and then burned. Besides being mainly about describing personal wishes, there 
were also argumentative and narrative contents. The style of writing was very eccentric and 
often befuddling. But that didn’t matter. After all, they were written to be read by immortals. 
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They were written and burned and no copies were preserved. Mr. Civility and Tranquility 
seemed to be very confident in the ability of the immortals in comprehending the writings. 


By the way, this sort of trick wasn’t the specialty of Emperor Civility and Tranquility. Even 
today, sending wishes by burning paper is still very popular. The only difference is the 
contents have been replaced in simplified characters. We have to understand immortals are all 
hotshots. It’s very common for them to be proficient in several foreign languages, so we 


believe they are able to read them. 


In the imperial court at the time, there were many who were able to write in this style. But 
there were only two men who could satisfy the emperor. One was Xia Yan and the other was 
Yan Song. 


Xia Yan was a real genius. He was not only eloquent, but also wrote well. He was also very 
adept at writing this sort of topic essays. The emperor couldn’t do without a person of this 
caliber. There was another man named Gu Ding Chen (Yan Song’s classmate in passing the 
imperial exam in the same year and the top scholar overall), who was also a good green verse 
writer. Although he wrote well, he was completely out in politics. Despite he was in the 
Cabinet, he didn’t have a chance in competing against Xia Yan. 


After some twists and turns, Yan Song still didn’t have a chance. 
But Heaven wouldn’t stifle all hopes. After some hard cerebrating, Yan Song finally found 
another path to victory. 


Smart people knew how to work smart. Stupid people also knew how to work stupidly. 
Yan Song was not stupid. But to deal with Xia Yan, he had to use the most stupid method, 
work hard. 


It didn’t matter he couldn’t write well as long as he kept writing. From now on Yan Song 
rose early and retired late. The sexagenarian kept writing every day. Even if his works were of 
bad qualities and rejected, he never felt dejected. His very ardent service moved Mr. Civility 
and Tranquility. 

It was a question on one’s ability if he was able or not. But it was a question on one’s 
attitude if he worked or not. Comparatively, Xia Yan was a man without a good attitude. Two 
things hardened the emperor’s resolve to punish Xia Yan. 


Once, the emperor rose a little late and was late to the Court. During the roll call, it was 


discovered Xia Yan was not present. Then he asked his officials: where is First Secretary Xia? 
Surprisingly, there was no answer. 
Later a eunuch told him privately Xia Yan had come, but upon learning the Court was not 


yet open, he simply went back home sleeping, without even letting anyone know it. 
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The emperor felt goose bumps grew on his skins. You leave early because I’m late, are you 


in rebellion? 
What made the breakup complete was the famous incident of Hat of Fragrant Leaves. 


The emperor was a believer of Taoism. But Xia Yan was an atheist. Whenever the emperor 
discussed Taoism topics with him, he dozed off. Over time, it had become so trite that the 
emperor didn’t want to discuss with him anymore. 


But the problem was although the man wasn’t a believer he was good at writing green 
verses. The emperor felt if the treatises were not of high quality, the gods would be offended. 
Then if the gods became angry, his application for becoming an immortal wouldn’t be 


approved. 


It was truly a matter of life and death. Every time the emperor always patiently urged Xia 
Yan for the drafts. But Xia Yan was always indifferent. He either didn’t write all, or just wrote 
perfunctorily, which made the emperor very dissatisfied. 


Being dilatory on the draft for emperor was already gutsy, but that wasn’t enough to prove 
Xia Yan’s courage. He did something even more daring. 


To show his sincerity, whenever at work, the emperor didn’t wear the imperial golden 
crown. Instead he wore the Taoist practitioner’s Hat of Fragrant Leaves. Not only that, he also 
made five hats personally by his own hands and gave them to his closest officials. 


Xia Yan received one of them but he never wore it. 


Initially the emperor didn’t mind. But having waited for a while, he still didn’t see Xia Yan 
changing his hat. So he could no longer suppress his urge and asked: 


“Where is the hat I gave you last time?” 

“Still at home.” 

“Why don’t you wear it?” 

“Tam a court official, how can I wear that sort of thing?” 

The emperor turned ashen. Embarrassed, he stared at Xia Yan. 
But Mr. Xia didn’t seem to want to stop: 


“I my humble opinion, I hope Your Majesty won’t wear this sort of thing any more. You 
are a ruler of the world and you should show yourself in a dignified manner so that people 


respect you.” 
That hurt, that really hurt. 


Let it be known although that doodad wasn’t anything spectacular, it was handmade by 
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Mr. Civility and Tranquility himself. It was the result of his labor and sweat. Not only did Xia 
Yan not want it, he was also inculcated. That was just too hard to swallow. 


He became livid: 

“T don’t need you here, get of the palace!” 

Xia Yan replied this way: 

“If you want me to leave the palace, you have to personally issue an imperial decree!” 


Then he smiled coldly and walked out in big steps, leaving the trembling His Majesty the 
emperor behind. 

As it had gone this far, their failing out was inevitable. Just at this critical juncture when the 
monarch and his official were at odds, Yan Song appeared to the scene. 

One of the five hats of fragrant leaves was given to Yan Song, who acted totally differently 
from Xia Yan. Because Mr. Yan had no scruples against principles, he also didn’t care about his 
own dignity. Not only did he put on the hat, he also covered it with gossamer, just to show he 
always remembered his boss’s kindness. 


The emperor was very pleased. He specifically praised Yan Song. 


Yan Song was a hometown fellow of Xia Yan’s. The two maintained a good relationship. As 
Xia Yan advanced high, aware they were hometown fellows he took a special care on Yan 
Song. 


Then gradually he discovered Yan Song was a speculator and of no moral standard. The 
man would do anything and use any means to get what he wanted. 


Unyielding and upright, Xia Yan was very averse of the behavior. Although Yan Song 
respected him very much, saluted him in the morning, and bowed to him in the evening, he 


grew more and more contemptuous against this man. 


A base sycophant, regardless how low he placed himself and how shameless he acted, 


would never win others’ trusts and would never be respected. 


Xia Yan got a complete understanding of Yan Song’s nature and deeply resented his 


conduct. He wished only the man would be gone far away. 


But Yan Song didn’t seem to mind. He understood very well he was Xia Yan’s subordinate. 
Regardless of how he felt, now it was not the time to cause a break. To ease the tension, he 
decided to invite Xia Yan for a dinner. 


Xia Yan received the invitation. He pondered and then accepted it. 


At the appointed time, dishes were prepared and ready, but no one touched his chopsticks, 
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because Xia Yan hadn’t arrived. 

It seemed they had to eat an overnight meal. Yan Song said, I’m going to personally invite 
him. 

He came to Xia Yan’s residence. The doorman told him Xia Yan was not at home. 


That was an apparent insult designed to humiliate him. Yan Song’s retinue, showing their 
discontent, was in an uproar. But Yan Song remained calm. He waved his hands and went 
back to his home. 


Facing the dinner table of cold dishes and the derisive looks of the guests, Yan Song picked 
up the invitation. 


He knelt down. He uttered Xia Yan’s name and read through the entire text of the 
invitation. Then finally he shouted: 


“Not being able to play a host for his guests, shame on me!” 


Having finished his performance, he stood up and, ignoring the astonished looks from 
everyone around him, he walked to the table and began to eat. 


You will repay in double the humiliation I have received today! 


A secret report 
To Xia Yan, Yan Song was an unprincipled buffoon and a mean and insignificant man. 


Reality showed it was just so. After that dinner, Yan Song still acted the same way. He 
toadied, fawned, and was obsequious to everyone. On the other hand, just like before, Xia Yan 
was still very contemptuous of him. 


But Xia Yan was only half correct, for base and mean men had never been always 
insignificant. They were able to do many things, for instance, making secret reports. 

One day in June of year twenty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1542), after Xia Yan left 
the Court, Yan Song had an audience with the emperor. 

In front of the emperor, he changed his usually genial and kind face. At the senile age of 
sixty three, acting as swiftly as lightening, with sharpness and quickness, he completed a 
serious of required items. He arranged his attire, knelt down, and kowtowed. Everything was 
done with ease and efficiency, showing his high level of training. 

Then tears washed down his face and he lamented: 

“Yours Humbled old man has been thoroughly bullied and humiliated. I hope Your 


1” 


Majesty will support me 
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Although he appeared to be sobbing out of control, amazingly Yan Song still maintained a 
clear thought, which exhibited firm logic. In tears, he enumerated one complaint after another 


against the cunning Xia Yan’s appalling conducts of all sorts. 


But despite his prolixity, the emperor didn’t show any sympathy. With a gentle smile, the 
emperor watched his performance and showed no anger. 


The emperor was a man of extraordinary intelligence. He always regarded the conflicts 


among his officials monkey business. It wouldn’t be easy to use him as a weapon. 


But Yan Song was in no way flustered. He had been prepared. Although the man sitting up 
there was very smart and not easy to deal with, he had his weak points. If he made a point on 


that matter, he would surely cave in! 


“Xia Yan looks down on Your Majesty. He disdains and disregards what you vouchsafed 


to him. He has committed a serious crime!” 


That was the ending part of Yan Song’s secret report. Although it was short it was 


extremely effective. The so-called vouchsafed item was nothing but that hat of fragrant leaves. 


The emperor was enraged. It was nothing he bullied Yan Song. It was a serious political 


matter if he disobeyed him. He immediately wrote the imperial order reprimanding Xia Yan. 


Of course the basis for the reprimand was not he refused to wear the hat, but rather it was 
“a matter important to the state, which he altered privately, and he regarded the important 


words of the emperor like jokes!” 
You are the one to be punished and we don’t need reasons for doing it. 


The emperor had been manipulated by his puppet. This was the first time he had done this 
since he took the throne. But unfortunately this won’t be the last time. Officials already learned 
how he played his cards. Soon, a few heavyweights who were smarter than him would appear 


on the stage. Things would then completely get out of control. 


Being reprimanded by the emperor, Xia Yan was frightened. He immediately wrote to 
admit his mistakes. But it didn’t matter. Half a month later, he was stripped all of official titles 
and demoted to a commoner. Yan Song was admitted to the Cabinet. 

Fairly speaking, Yan Song had no political skills. Comparing to Xia Yan, he lacked 
administrative capabilities. But he was not no good at all. He possessed two skills far superb 
than others, bootlicking and bullying. 

Ever since he entered the Cabinet in August of year twenty one of Civility and Tranquility 
(AD 1542), he loitered in the officer’s duty room (in West Garden) every day. It was said he set 
a record of not bathing and not going home for a week. But strangely, his subordinates seemed 
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to have observed no good deeds that would be innovative and any reforms. Then what Your 


Grace has been doing all the time in there? 


The answer was simple. It didn’t matter if his subordinates didn’t see him as long his boss 
saw him (the emperor lived in the West Garden). He could loaf, drink tea, and play cards, as 
long as he sat in the office everyday so that the emperor would always see him. As long as he 
was close to the emperor, he didn’t need to worry about his future prospects. 


The tactic worked. The emperor was thoroughly impressed by Comrade Yan Song’s 
perseverance shown in drinking down all the teas and sitting and wearing down all the 
benches. He specially awarded him with a seal, on which it was written with four words: loyal, 
diligent, intelligent, and perspicacious. He was also appointed the associate grand tutor of the 


crown prince (secondary first grade) as a reward. 


In addition to respecting his boss, Comrade Yan Song also did his best in bullying and 
persecuting his colleagues. At the time there were four men in the Cabinet. Besides Yan Song, 
there was Zhai Luan (the first secretary), an old comrade who was there earlier than him, Xu 
Zan, the minister of personnel who was admitted to the Cabinet at the same time with him, 
and Zhang Bi, the minister of rites. Words by just Yan Song alone didn’t count. 


But Comrade Yan Song knew how to do it. First he instigated censors to censure Zhai Luan 
and made him depart. Then he swiftly took over the power. Xu Zan and Zhang Bi had been in 
the Cabinet for over a year, but they didn’t even have the chance to touch the pen for writing 


draft opinions. Incensed, they simply gave up. 


To Yan Song, that was like putting fish in the water. But like a prostitute who wants to 
build a memorial arch to commemorate her chastity, he wrote the emperor several times 
expressing that the Cabinet lacked manpower, wishing more men to be admitted to the 
Cabinet, and he would not exercise dictatorial power. 

The emperor was much moved. He immediately issued an imperial decree to praise Yan 
Song, who was appointed the minister of personnel, grand academician of the Hall of 
Prudence, and associate master tutor. In addition, he explicitly indicated that, you alone can 


do it, I trust you! 
Basically that was how it went. 


We have to say Xia Yan manipulated power so that he could control the Court but his main 
purpose was to govern the country and reform the Court. But Yan Song had a far purer 
purpose. He played so many tricks for just one single hobby of his, corruption and taking 
bribes. 


Yan Song never believed if others lived well, he would live. It didn’t matter to him how 
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others lived as long as he lived in comfort. With such a lofty goal in his mind, he excelled in 
the battlefield of corruption. 


Back then, there was a required task for the censors of the Censorial Council, to compile a 
list of the corrupt officials of the year. All those who got listed were supported by actual 
numbers and the list was published to the public. 


Then every year since Comrade Yan Song entered the Cabinet, he was in the list and 
always at the top of the list. Even more rare was even the Censorial Council in Nanjing 
selected him as the number one corrupt man and reported to the Court. 


Although he received such a rare honor, Yan Song wasn’t worried. He knew very well the 
emperor never cared if he embezzled or how much he embezzled. All the emperor cared was 
if he obeyed him. 


Reality was indeed so. Although the memorials censuring him were submitted one after 


another, Yan Song remained as steady as a mountain. 
But things slowly began to change. 
Yan Song finally made the mistakes all his predecessors had made, monopolizing power. 


When all the power was in his own hands, unequalled might and esteem rushed to his face. 
The sexagenarian wasn’t used to deal with that. Every time he saw the smoke shrouded room 
in the West Garden and thought about the emperor who cared no state affairs and devoted all 
of his energy in practicing Taoism, a feeling would arise inside him: 


The one who runs this empire is me. 


When such a feeling exhibited itself as actions, he began to become domineering and 
insufferably ignorant. He no longer reported to his boss. In the eyes of the officials, the old 
man had replaced that Taoist and became the real leader of the country. 


But he grossly underestimated the strength of that Taoist. Amid the peals of chanting and 
the heavy smoke emitted from the censors, a pair of eyes was still always fixed on Yan Song’s 
back. 


In December of year twenty four of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1535), the emperor 
suddenly summoned Yan Song to the West Garden. When the first secretary strode into the 
hall, the emperor, with a gentle smile, introduced another man to him. Then he told Yan Song 
this man would replace you and become the first secretary of the Cabinet. I hope you will 
continue to do a good job because from now on you will be the second secretary of the Cabinet 
and his assistant. Please be mindful of maintaining the unity of the team. 


The emperor smiled, just like before and more splendidly. But Yan Song didn’t smile, nor 
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the man who should have skylarked with exaltation, because he was Xia Yan. 


It’s not too late for a gentleman to take his revenge. It seemed Xia Yan was rather lucky, it 


took him only three years and five months to do it. 
If Xia Yan only disdained Yan Song before, then now he finally found a true enemy. 


From then on, Yan Song, the second secretary of the Cabinet, could no longer receive any 
documents, for Xia Yan, the Cabinet first secretary had taken away all of his powers. Draft 
opinions and approvals were all out of his reach. In just one month, he had become a 
redundant official. 


But that was just the beginning. An even bigger storm would arrive. 


Soon, officials from the ministries of central government received a notice. In order to 
better organize the personnel, a large change would take place, based on the past performance. 
All of a sudden everyone was nervous. 


After the reorganization, those who should be fired were fired and those who should be 
promoted were promoted. Everyone then understood change had taken place at the top. 


Xia Yan felt exhilarated. He had taken his revenge. He replaced Yan Song’s henchmen with 
his own men. He did it with impunity. 


Before eliminating the head of the enemy, one had to clean the periphery and the helpers. 
That was the traditional wisdom of the Chinese people. It is dubbed mixing with sand and 
encroaching on the wall. 


Xia Yan was convinced he was doing the right thing. In fact it was indeed so. But he made 
a fatal mistake in his execution of it. 

He over did it. 

He punished all those who had a connection with Yan Song and he didn’t miss a single one. 
Such a widespread abuse of power isolated him. More importantly, he also offended a group 
of people he could not afford to offend, the eunuchs. 

The emperor used the eunuchs like slaves and that was not to be questioned. But if Xia Yan 
also used the eunuchs like slaves, that landed him at the wrong pier. Whenever eunuchs came 
to him on official duties, he never offered a drink or cigarettes and sometimes he admonished 
them and warned them to behave themselves. He never thought he was an outsider. 

It must be pointed out although eunuchs were not favored in the Civility and Tranquility 
era, they still were men close to the emperor. Over time, Xia Yan’s reputation among the 


eunuchs became worse. 


On the contrary, Yan Song was far smarter. He knew very clearly the boss couldn’t be 
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offended and the secretaries alongside the boss couldn’t be offended even more. Whenever 
eunuchs came to his residence, the sexagenarian aristocrat would even offer seats. Not only 
that, on their departure red envelops would be given. Anyone who came would have a share. 


Led by the press of prattling eunuchs, the number of those who bad mouthed Xia Yan and 
praised Yan Song grew. The scale in the emperor’s heart started to tilt. But to all these, Xia Yan, 
who was at the acme of power, knew nothing about. 


Overall, Xia Yan was a seasoned politician but he had a fatal flaw, too aloof. 
The closer to the center of power the fewer friends and more enemies. 


Usually, if one wanted to be extricated from such a rule, the only way was to feign being 
submissive. But unfortunately Xia Yan was unyielding and it was not his nature to be 
submissive. Ever since he entered the Cabinet in year fifteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 
1536), his foibles and flaws manifested more and more and grew worse, until that fatal mistake 
three years later. 


But gratifyingly, in those years, he managed to do one small correct thing. 


It was a small thing because it was really a small thing that would be hard to attract 
attention. But it was that unnoticeable small thing that enabled him to come out triumphant 
from defeat and eventually changed the course of Ming. 


In year eighteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1539), the crown prince began to live 
independently in order to develop his own team so that he would be ready to succeed. The 
task of choosing the team for the east palace was naturally the responsibility of the Cabinet. In 
effect, it was Xia Yan’s responsibility. 


It was a job of great promise. Irrespective if one was tall, short, fat, or skinny, as long as one 
could be on the same bandwagon with the crown prince, his future would be unimaginable. 
Thus many lobbied and bribed Xia Yan in the attempt to be mindful of them under his pen 
brush. 


But Brother Xia Yan was well-known for being tough when facing the tough ones and 
gentle when facing the gentle ones. Those tactics didn’t work on him. He chose only those who 


were capable. 


When he scanned the list of candidates, he lingered for a long time in front of a name. It 
was a name he was already familiar with nine years ago. Just a few months ago, his family in 
Jiangxi had written to him and reproached this man. In the letter it said when this man was in 
office, he knew they were the relatives of Academician Xia but he neither helped, nor showed 
favoritism, he didn’t know how to play his role. 


To this official who didn’t show favor to him, Xia Yan was also very irritated. When just a 
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short time ago there was a vacancy at the Ministry of Rites and someone recommended this 
man, he rejected, being at the height of anger. 


To revenge out of personal grudges, it was an opportunity offered by divinity. But at the 
critical moment, he hesitated. After a serious and long pondering, he made his final decision. 


He firmly believed being upright and honest and showing no favoritism to anyone was 
right. 


Xia Yan picked his brush solemnly and wrote down the name of the man in the selected list 
of candidates: Xu Jie. 
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Xu Jie’s Awakening 


Xu Jie 
A rough calculation would have shown Xu Jie was a man who had died three times. Of 


course those were unsuccessful deaths. 


In October of year sixteen of Grand Rule (AD 1503), Xu Jie was born in Xuanping of 
Zhejiang. Because his father was a native of Huating in Songjiang (now Shanghai), in history 


books he was considered a native of Songjiang. 


Xu Jie had a happy family. His father was an assistant to the local county magistrate (an 
eighth grade), which was a low level position. But because the area was a highly developed 
region, it was not hard for him to earn a living. Overall, his family was modestly wealthy. 
Comparing to the modern class he was like a small landlord. 


Although he lived in a well-to-do family, he didn’t have to go on streets to sell newspapers, 
he didn’t have to make coal balls, and he didn’t have to worry about dying of cold and hunger, 
Xu Jie was nonetheless closer to Death than anyone else. 


His first experience of death was when he was just one year old. To stay cool, a servant, 
holding Xu Jie, was relaxing by a dry well. He accidentally slipped. He was not hurt. He 
dusted off his butt and stood up. Then he thought something was not right. Something seemed 
to be missing in his hands. He turned his head and Xu Jie had fallen into the well. 


That was really a great sin. Although Xu Jie, a free falling object, didn’t fall into the water, 
still he chanced a close encounter with the hard floor of the bottom of the well. 


I have always thought killing one self by jumping into a well is a far more painful way to 
die than jumping into a river. Just like in today’s real estate market, even if one wants to die he 
can’t find a big enough space. It’s better to jump into a river and will have the freedom to 
choose where he jumps and won’t have to worry about the size of the landing area. In the end 
he will also be able to enjoy the scenery along the river. He will be able to see wherever he 


wants to see and no one can stop him. 
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Although falling into a dry well wouldn’t be fatal, at least it would cause permanent injury. 
After little Xu Jie falling into the well it took the entire family a tremendous effort and quite a 
long time to bring him up (without the aid of engineering equipment). When he saw the sky 
again, Brother Xu Jie neither cried nor fussed. He had passed out. 


His coma meant a great fanfare. Despite all sorts of efforts to revive him, such as pinching 
the philtrum or feeding him with medicine, for several days he remained in coma. On the third 


day, the doctor told them: prepare for a coffin. 
On the fourth day, Xu Jie awoke. 
Xu Jie, keep growing, next time you'll get even closer to Death. 


In year two of Just Virtue (AD 1507), Xu Jie went on a trip with his father, who walked 
ahead and he followed closely behind. When they were travelling over a high mountain, 
another accident befell on Xu Jie. Of course he didn’t fall into a dry well. Comparatively 


speaking, this time his fall took place at a relatively special place. It was a cliff. 


By the time his father heard the noise and turned his head, Xu Jie had already fallen off the 
cliff. 


His father burst into a loud wail. There was at least some hope if it was a dry well. But 
below the cliff it was the territory of the King of Hell. When He wanted to summon someone, 


it was always a guaranteed affair. 


After the painful lament, he still had to go down to recover the body. His father found a 
few helpers and went down to under the cliff. But despite repeated search, they couldn’t find 
him, alive or dead. 


He couldn’t have flown away. His father raised his head and saw his son hanging in a tree. 


Thence after Xu Jie’s experiences became a legendary tale in villages and streets. Everyone 
thought his being able to survive such grave calamities augured great fortunes in his future 
life. 


That seemed to be correct. From now on Xu Jie embarked on a smooth life. But the greatest 
test in his life was still waiting for him ahead. Only by going through the torment that was 
even more painful than death, would he be able to endure trials and toils, and be the lone 
pillar supporting a falling roof. 

Life after that was uneventful. In year eight of Just Virtue (AD 1513), Xu Jie’s father 
resigned from his post and went back to his hometown Huating. In here Xu Jie received good 
education. He was exceptionally smart and a quick learner. Four years later he passed the 


exam and became an outstanding talent. He became a student at the county college. 
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In year fourteen of Just Virtue (AD 1519), the seventeen year old Xu Jie went to Nanjing to 
take the county exam. He failed and had to go back to home to prepare for the next one. 


But that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing for him. In the next year, a man came to his 
hometown and completely changed his life. 


In year fifteen of Just Virtue (AD 1520), a newly anointed distinguished scholar became the 
county magistrate of Huating. His name was Nie Bao. 


We have to say Nie Bao was a competent county magistrate. And besides at work, he had 
another hobby, bantering. Every day after work, he would go to the county college and discuss 
classic works with those outstanding talents. 


It was in there that he met Xu Jie. 


When Nie Bao conversed with Xu Jie for the first time, the young man’s perspicacity and 
intelligence greatly surprised him. He keenly recognized he was a rare talent whose future 


prospect would be immeasurable. 


After the chats and when everyone had left, Nie Bao met Xu Jie privately. He posed a 
question to him: would he be willing to study with him? 


Xu Jie was not a fool. He clearly knew what it meant. He immediately and unequivocally 


gave his affirmative reply. 
Xu Jie then took Nie Bao as his teacher and began to study under him. 


But Xu Jie was surprised to find the ordinary looking county magistrate was actually not 


an average man. What he was about to reveal to Xu Jie was a mysterious and wondrous world. 


Soon after, Xu Jie was astonished to see what Nie Bao taught him was not the classical 
works they usually discussed, nor the octet-essays required for the exams. It was a discipline 
that he had never heard of before. 


In Xu Jie’s view, it was the kind of knowledge that was profound and mysterious. It 
encompassed everything in the world. More strangely, even the principles that had been used 
by people as the guide in dealing with real world affairs and conducting themselves were very 
different from what he had learned from the words of the sages. 


But he didn’t hesitate. In the two years afterward, he was hard at learning and studying 
and never ceased for a moment. His intuition told him the unusual teacher was teaching him a 
very different kind of wisdom and it would become the most valuable treasure in the rest of 
his life. 


In year one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1522), a county exam would take place in the 
Prefecture of Yingtian. This year Xu Jie was twenty. 
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By now he could not have had higher esteems and admirations toward Nie Bao. In two 
years, he had asked for numerous times and received numerous answers. He grasped the gist 
of what Nie Bao taught him. He understood the unique system. But in two years, there was 
still one question that interested him very much, for which there was no answer. 


Thus on the day he was to leave home to take the exam, he posed the last question to Nie 


Bao, who was sending him off: 
“How come you know so much?” 
Nie Bao showed a mysterious smile: 
“That's because another man taught me.” 


“A few years ago when I was studying in Jiangxi (Nie Bao was from Ji’an of Jiangxi), I met 
a man. What he taught was very strange to me and I was indifferent about it. Back then I was 
young and arrogant. I argued with him for several days and then I was fully convinced.” 


Nie Bao raised his head and came out from his memories. He looked at the young man 


who was about to embark on the road of life and revealed the final answer: 


“Although I didn’t take him as my teacher, he still taught me everything. Everything I have 
taught you was what he had taught me. Now you are going away and your future is 


unpredictable. I hope you take what you've learned to your heart. It’ll be of great use.” 


“This discipline is what is called To One’s Conscience in the Philosophy of the Mind. The 


name of the man who taught me is Wang Shou Ren.” 


A lethal test 


Xu Jie betook himself to memorize the name Wang Shou Ren. He bade farewell to Nie Bao 


and turned the first page of his legendary life. 


The county exam in Nanjing went really well. Xu Jie wrote down his answers like 
streaming in the water and flying in the cloud. He submitted his test sheet and left the exam 


hall ahead of time. He was very confident and thought he would easily pass the exam. 


But he could never have thought just as he was very confident about himself, his test sheet 
had been tossed into the pile of the failed. 


He was just very unlucky. When the test examiner read his answer, it was like an earth 
man met an extra torrential. He simply tossed it to the floor: what the heck is written here? 


Just when Mr. Xu Jie was about to become a repeat student, Heaven once again smiled to 
him. 


At this moment, the chief examiner came in and saw what was happening. He picked up 
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the sheet and perused it for a long time. Then he walked to the test examiner and told his 


conclusion: 
“This one should be the top appointee.” 


Top appointee meant first place. It took a long time for the astonished examiner to recover. 
But he still insisted on his own opinion that this one should fail. 


The divergence between first place and fail was just too far apart. Both sides argued and 
both failed to convince the other. Then reconciliation was reached, Xu Jie would pass but he 


would not be named the top appointee. 


Xu Jie knew nothing at all about this. He was in the dark. But it didn’t matter. He was 
qualified to move forward. A year later, he would see the real big occasion, in which he would 
face the ruler of the empire. 


In year two of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1523), Xu Jie went to Beijing to take part in the 
general exam. It appeared test examiners in the capital were indeed far more capable. There 
was no more criticism to his essay. Although he didn’t finish as the top general appointee, he 
managed to be admitted to the palace exam without incident. 


Xu Jie showed a sound mental strength. He showed no sign of nervousness even when he 
met the big boss. He calmly finished his answers. After the palace exam, cabinet officers 
reviewed the answer sheets. When they read his essay, they were all very much astonished. 
Praises piled on and everyone thought no one else but him would be the top scholar overall. 


Then at this moment, another man walked into the review room. Just like during the 
county exam, he also found Xu Jie’s answer sheet. 


The man was Lin Jun, who was the minister of justice. He simply strolled here so he just 
came in to take a look. He picked up the answer sheet and perused for a while. Then his 
remark escaped from his mouth: 

“Great essay! It should be placed at the top!” 

That meant trouble. 


We must say the lord minister gave a fair remark. But the problem was the remark should 


really have not been uttered by him. 


It’s sorry to say although the fellow appreciated talents and was also a senior cadre, he had 
a flaw. He was not popular. The current cabinet officials Fei Hong and others harbored a deep 
grudge against him. Usually they looked at him with contempt. Now he suddenly came up 
with such a remark and that induced them to conclude the author of the essay had some 


ulterior connection with him. 
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Thanks to Lord Lin’s shout, the top scholar overall Xu Jie, who had won everyone’s 
approval, now became the Scout of Flower Xu Jie. 


Although the top prize became the third place prize, one had to be content. It was unfair 
but let it be so. But the boss’s eyes were sharp after all. Just when Xu Jie got his name in the list 
and needed to go to the Court to meet the examiners, his talent finally received the recognition. 


In there, Xu Jie met the number one man in the Court, Yang Ting He. 

When the twenty one year old appeared before the undisputed master in the officialdom, 
Yang Ting He immediately gave his verdict: 

“What will this youth accomplish in the future will exceed all we’ve done!” 


Fei Hong, who allowed personal animosity to affect the interest of the public, was also 
reprimanded by the boss: 


“Look at what you’ve done. How can you have not placed him at the top?” 
Admirable, admirable. Mr. Yang Ting He didn’t waste his time muddling along here. 


Having become famous, Scout of Flower Xu Jie had a bright future, which was brighter 
than a spot light, ahead of him. Bosses liked him. As the number three finisher of the national 
exam, the Imperial Academy opened its door to him. A road was laid wide open under his feet. 
Plebeian meritorious, promotions, then into the Cabinet, wealth and glory were waiting for 
him. 

Thrilled and ecstatic, Xu Jie came home with honor and fame. His father was super excited. 
He toiled in his entire life but he managed only to become only an eighth grade assistant to the 
county magistrate. Now his son was so outstanding it meant his life had earned him a big 
profit. His mother, with tears streaming down her face, couldn’t even utter a single word. 


Just when they were immersed in their tearful excitement, an unexpected visitor had 
arrived at the door. 


This man was Nie Bao. Earlier he had received a notice he would soon leave this place. He 
would go to Fujian. He had been appointed circuit censor. As he was about to depart, he came 
to meet Xu Jie. 


In the times past, he, just like the man before, unselfishly taught everything he learned to 
the young man named Xu Jie. But he was keenly aware although his student was very smart, 


he still didn’t quite get the most important key point. 


When he walked into the main hall and saw the overly joyful youth who seemed to have 


forgotten himself, he immediately recognized it was the time to reveal that secret. 


“T’m leaving and I hope you'll take care of yourself.” 
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The smile on Xu Jie’s face changed into astonishment. With his mouth opened wide he 
seemed to want to say something. 


But Nie Bao smiled and waved his hands: 
“Your future prospect will be immeasurable. I have no parting gift for you. So, let me just 
teach you the last class.” 


“You've learned the key points in the Philosophy of the Mind. But the most important one 
is: Knowing and Doing as One. If you take it to your heart, you'll be able to refine yourself and 
better your family and you'll be able to bring peace and stability to the country.” 


Nie Bao paused. He looked at Xu Jie, who was listening attentively, and continued: 
“You are smart and you'll be a great man. But the officialdom is a treacherous place. Your 


career will be bumpy. I hope you'll take care of yourself. When times are tough, remember the 
tenet. Take it to your heart and you'll be able to turn danger to safety.” 


“Even if you are in the most dire situation, you must adhere to this. Never give it up easily, 
remember this!” 

Xu Jie stood by his side and solemnly saluted to his teacher and replied in a serious tune: 

“T get it.” 

But Nie Bao’s reaction greatly surprised him. 

“No, you don’t.” Nie Bao showed a mysterious smile, “at least now you don’t.” 

In year three of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1524), joyful yet still a bit puzzled, Xu Jie bade 
farewell to Nie Bao and went to Beijing to take his post. 


As an outstanding talent of the empire, he entered the Imperial Academy and became a 
seventh grade editor. Although working here meant there was no prestige, power, and perks 
associated with being local officials, it was the center of all the attention. Anyone who got in 
here already had one foot in the Cabinet. 


For the moment, the youthful Xu Jie had been successful and had a promising future. He 
also just got married and had a beautiful wife. All those good things, nuptial happiness and 
career success, befell on him. But Xu Jie, who was at the acme of his life, could have never 
thought as soon as he got his hands on the handle of the door of fortune, he would about to 
slip into the abyss of misery. 


In August of year three of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1524), Xu Jie, who just got into the 
academy and hadn’t even got the chance to have his seat warmed, received the sad news that 
his father had died. 


Xu Jie was a filial son. He was extremely sorrowful. He reported his father’s death and then 
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packed up and went home. At home, he mourned the death of his father, for three years. 


Having just started his work and before even having the chance to get himself acquainted 
with his boss and colleagues, he had to stay aside at home for three years. It had to be a bad 
luck in an unfortunate time. But Xu Jie didn’t know all that just happened was just a warmup. 
A fatal calamity would come to his way. 


In year six of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1527), Xu Jie went back to Beijing and got 
reinstated to his previous position. He started by working as a clerk at the academy. He spent 
his days writing, copying, and researching government documents. 


He lived three years of uneventful life. Then trouble came. It all began with the memorial 
by Zhang Cong. 

We've already described what happened next. Zhang Cong wanted to punish Confucius. 
Xu Jie opposed. Then Zhang Cong wanted to punish Xu Jie. Finally Xu Jie got kicked out. 


It seemed to be very simple but actually it was not. 


When Xu Jie summoned up his courage to refute Zhang Cong, he didn’t think much of it. 


At most you can do is fire me, what else you can do to me? Are you going to kill me? 
No kidding, I'll kill you. 


Xu Jie’s berating was to everyone’s heart’s content, thus several censors from the Censorial 
Council also joined the fray and followed the berating, which once again infuriated Zhang 
Cong. That made Xu Jie’s life wretched. Mr. Zhang lacked a mind as wide as an ocean. At most 
his mind was as wide as a sewer duct. He immediately indicated he would get rid of the leader 
Xu Jie. 

The simple minded Xu Jie never thought by just expressing his personal opinion and 
confronting the boss, he would risk losing his head. But given where the matter was, 
regardless if he extended or pulled back his head, the knife would still fall. So let it be so, even 


if I die I’m not going to die a coward. 
He showed no fear. He announced: Go ahead and kill me. I’m not afraid! 


But Xu Jie, who brushed aside the menace to his life, didn’t know there was a more 
miserable life waiting ahead. In this world, death has never been the most vicious punishment. 
As he sat there waiting for his punishment, another piece of sad news arrived. His wife 


suddenly died of illness, leaving a two year old child behind. 


Xu Jie was in extreme sorrow. He had been married for just six years and his wife left him 
forever. But what made him more painful was he was even deprived of the ability to take care 
of his wife’s funeral. Because he offended Lord Zhang, his movement was restricted. He had to 


113 


Xu Jie’s Awakening 


stay waiting for further prosecution. 


In fact many people thought Xu Jie’s death was a certainty. According to the reports of the 
Roadside Press, the Censorial Council already hinted that Wang Hong, the censor general, had 
already received instructions from Zhang Cong and sentenced Xu Jie to death. 


Xu Jie eventually couldn’t escape from the teasing by Death for the third time. Actually 
beheading meant little to him. He just had to close his eyes and firm up his heart. According to 
folklores, it was at most a scar of the size of a bowl (although it can never be cured). But what 
makes it more unendurable is they pent you up without killing you. They dangle the threat in 
front of you and tease you. They let you feel everyday could be the last day of your life. 


That was the pain Xu Jie had to bear. Every day he was under the shroud of death. 
Anytime someone could come in and declare his death. But besides the threat of death, he had 
to bear something even more painful. His wife was dead and his child was young. Then the 
situation in his family confirmed that old line, he had his seventy year old mother above him 
and an infant child under him. 


It’s just like the saying, for great expectation and a happy family, he had toiled for twenty 
years and in overnight his fortune was brought back to antediluvian. Now his future was 


ruined, his family broken, and all just took a few days. 
Sometimes it was just one step away between Heaven and Hell. 


What had suddenly taken place could push someone to madness. One must believe as long 


as he is a human being, he won’t be able to bear it. 


But the most painful thing about life is even one knows well he can’t endure it, he still has 


to endure it. 


When the internal sentence of his death by the Censorial Council was heard by him, under 
the tremendous pressure he finally could bear it no more. He summoned up his spirit and 
decided to endure once more again. 


What else could he have done if he decided not to endure it? 


Xu Jie began preparing his own death. He had his good friend Shen Kai come to him. He 


gave him some money and asked him to do only two things for him: 


“Please bury my wife and bring my child back to my home in Huating and gave him to my 


mother.” 
Shen Kai solemnly nodded his head and accepted his request. 
Having received the promise, Xu Jie felt assured. Then he said loudly: 


“So be it, let me die. Now I have nothing to worry about anymore! Please tell Academician 
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Zhang (Zhang Cong, who at the time was the grand academician of the Hall of Prudence) on 
my behalf, everything is done by myself and I don’t have any regret!” 


Heaven had always had humor. Xu Jie, who only wished for death, couldn’t be allowed to 
simply die. The death sentence recommended by the Censorial Council was sent to the 
Ministry of Justice. By chance the departmental level officials at the ministry were all Xu Jie’s 
townsmen or friends. They suppressed the matter and also worked to help him. Eventually the 


matter was minimized and then dropped. 


Of course Zhang Cong was not about to give up. If I can’t kill you, I’ll ruin your future and 
from now on you don’t need to come to the academy to work anymore, nor do you need to 
think about becoming a minister and entering the Cabinet. Go to Fujian to do your duty. 


Even more detestably, Academician Zhang also filed a very damaging report to the 
emperor. It made the emperor super excited and even ordered to inscribe these words on a 
pole, Xu Jie is a vile man and he should never be used anymore. Perhaps he was concerned he 
didn’t have a good memory lest he forgot about it (reality proved that he indeed had a bad 
memory). 

That’s it. With such an appraisal, Xu Jie’s future ended there. 

But he said nothing. He packed up and prepared to leave. But before he went to start his 
new job, he had to go back to Huating to say goodbye to his mother. 


Xu Jie wasn’t afraid of death, and he wasn’t afraid of being fired either. But to the mother 
who labored hard to raise him, he always felt a sense of regret. Wealth and honor all had gone 
down the drain, how could he have the courage to see his mother? What had he to offer to 
thank his mother? 


But not until he met his mother, did he know he was wrong. 


When his mother listened to his description of what he had been through, she was pleased 
and smiled: 


“You are demoted because you spoke your mind, I am proud of you!” 

Then she stood up and went away to prepare the luggage for her astonished son, who was 
going far away. 

After all, lam not alone! Xu Jie smiled. He then made up his mind. 

Go, to Fujian! The world is big. There is always something for everyone! 


Xu Jie was lucky. Per his predecessors’ experiences, when divinity wanted you to suffer, 
there must be something good He is going to offer you. This time there was no exception. Just 
like before, Heaven had already prepared a precious gift and was waiting for Xu Jie to receive 
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it. 
Surely, before that, He had to torture Xu Jie until He was done with it. Lord Heaven’s habit 


would never change. He would receive the goods first and then He would pay. 


Tips and awakening 

Was being a judge at Yanping Prefecture in Fujian a good job? 

The answer was no. Yanping was in northern Fujian and mostly a mountainous region. In 
there even a district magistrate couldn’t much ride in a palanquin and had to ride horses most 


of the time. A judge’s sufferance was even worse because his duty was mostly about judicial 


matters and criminal cases. 


Poverty and destitution foster wicked populace. Unfortunately Yanping’s condition met 
the prerequisite. Serious criminal cases took place frequently here. In addition, the low level 
officials in the judicial system were mostly locals, who protected and favored each other and 
were also tough to manage. By this token, when back then Zhang Cong sent him here it had 
been well thought out. 


When Xu Jie, a short man from Shanghai, appeared before his subordinates, who had been 
used to being the local kingpins, almost simultaneously determined this man would soon be a 


goner. 


Generally, there are no errors in the syntax and the truthfulness in this statement. But the 
subject wasn’t referring to Xu Jie, but themselves. 


The first thing Xu Jie did after starting the work was to process those backlogged cases. 
Thanks to his subordinates, the judicial system in the Prefecture of Yanping did an excellent 
job. Cases piled up like a mountain but were never processed. Prison had become the most 
habitable place for residents of Yanping. Before old prisoners were processed, new prisoners 
were locked in. Its fame and reputation grew every day. 


Back then there was no limit on jail time. You would be jailed for no reason and there 
would be no limit on jail time. There were no rules at all. Cases could be dragged on for years 
and a sentence could be one or two years. Then counting fingers, it was common for someone 
to get released right away. 


Xu Jie told his men, starting from tomorrow they’d have to work over time to process the 
cases. 


The men responded enthusiastically and all indicated they would help the boss to do his 


job. Xu Jie was very pleased. 
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The next day, everyone came to work on time. But Xu Jie was surprised to find out 
although they sat in the office they did all they could to procrastinate. They were at work but 
they didn’t work. Nothing came out of their work. 


Xu Jie now understood these subordinates, who appeared to be friendly and received him 
in smiling faces and thronged after him, were on his back conducting nonviolent resistance. 
They delayed and obstructed for one single purpose, to push him out. 


Xu Jie was enraged. He harshly upbraided several dilatory officials. But to his surprise, the 
men were even angrier than him. They openly rebuked him and then they simply stopped 
coming to work. 


We'll leave the mess to you. We’ll see what you do about it! 


Xu Jie clenched his fists. He knew he couldn’t count on these men anymore. But problems 


were in front of him. How can one man handle them? 
Actually many things can be done by one person, as long as he is determined enough. 


Xu Jie opened the dust covered files and began to review and process each case one by one. 
In this unfamiliar place, he had neither help nor friends. He labored under a lone lamplight. 
After more than a month’s hard work, he finally completed the task that seemed to be 
impossible. 


Those who ought to be sentenced were sentenced. Those who ought to be released were 
released. All those gross injustices bigger than the world and those heinous crimes were 
processed. For the first time the world became a peaceful place. 


The local kingpins were astonished. They never thought the pale looking stranger could be 
so tough. But more surprising to them was it was not the end of the matter. 


Soon after, Xu Jie suddenly arrested several officials in the judiciary, who were those 
nonviolent uncooperative men. The charges were embezzlement and taking bribes. Given 
what they had done in the past, the evidence was really not hard to gather. Thus those who 
were supposed to be reassigned were reassigned and those who were supposed to be fired 
were fired. 


From then on no one dared to oppose Xu Jie anymore. They recognized inside the fragile 
bookman, there was a terrifying strength. 


In many records, this story was often cited in order to illustrate Xu Jie’s good work ethics 
and show he worked wholeheartedly for the people and had a high moral principle, etc., etc. 


But reality was not that simple. 


Beneath the dazzling aura, there hid the other side of Xu Jie’s personality. He would first 
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endure and then act. In plain language, he would tally the account after everything is done. Or 
in other words, it’s not too late for a gentleman to take his revenge. 


The shocking event that would take place twenty years later also unmistakably told us in 
this cultured scholar’s heart, there was always this credo, scores must be evened. 


Pretty soon, Xu Jie’s name became known throughout Yanping. Many liked him and there 
were also quite a few who hated him. Several fired and reassigned men even contacted local 
mafia and threated to make him see some blood. 


Therefore someone saw him and directly told him. You are not an official from the central 
government anymore. You can just make some extra money and muddle along in this small 


place. Why are you so serious? 
Xu Jie replied this way: 
“Although I am a low level official, I still have my responsibilities. I dare not to doddle one 


moment. Although this is a remote place, I can still do my work and achieve!” 


Well said. Indeed, it was well said. But Mr. Xu Jie, although you wanted to work hard and 
achieve, you would soon encounter a real trouble, and the trouble was something you 
wouldn't be able to fix. 


The matter was like this. Although Yanping was a poor region, it had a natural advantage. 


It was rich in mineral reserves. 
The mineral produced was also very special. It was silver. 


Back then a silver mine was like a mint factory. As long as one was able to dig it out, it 


could be used and didn’t have to worry about inflation. 


Yanping was a place where the populace was wild and unruly. In plain language, wild and 
unruly meant not educated and prone to making troubles. People lived on mountain and 
water and cared not about anything else. 


Small mines that were not approved by the government production and safety agencies 
sprouted up everywhere. People dug everywhere. They also conspired with local mafias to 
dominate and exploited the locals. 


Having just processed the cases and in a high spirit, Xu Jie was ready to show his skills 
again to completely eradicate the scums of the society who brought calamities to the people. 
But unexpected things happened. Despite his repeated orders and investigations, situations 
didn’t turn any better. Officials continued drinking their teas and bantering. Villainous bullies 
continued digging and stealing silver. 


Xu Jie was not a naive man. He knew very well officials behaved that way because from the 
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silver stolen, a portion must belong to them. 


With the government conspiring with the mafia and snakes cuddled with rats, no one was 
willing to execute his orders. This time Xu Jie really ran out of ideas. He could read reports 
and try cases by himself. But if he had to have a knife in his hand and enter a lion’s den to put 
down bandits, then it was simply too big a joke. 


Initially, Xu Jie thought this was a criminal case that he had to resolve. But he didn’t know 
the handling of this matter would become a turning point of his life. 


Time passed day after day and there was no progress. After days of waiting, Xu Jie began 
to become doubtful. 


Even when he was severely punished by Zhang Cong and was reprimanded by the 
emperor, Xu Jie never felt intimidated. He thought what he did was right and would stand the 


test of time. But now he started to feel somewhat uncertain. 


For over twenty years, although he had been through tempests and storms, Xu Jie had 
always been a very confident man. He believed in the Four Books and Five Classics he had 
studied. He believed in the words of the sages he had heard. The famous officials and 
ministers and their achievements had always been the paragons to him. Xu Jie had firmly 
believed as long as he followed the teachings of the saints, proper etiquettes, and awareness of 
one’s shortcomings, he would be able to improve himself and his family, and govern the 
country. 


But now there was a problem. Xu Jie surprisingly saw being decisive and upright was 


useless in real world. At least when it was applied on this matter, it was totally useless. 


His subordinates also didn’t have the same kind of moral sensibility, nor did they want to 
train themselves to be so virtuous. They didn’t care about Xu Jie’s eagerness. They stood on 
the sidelines without emotion. They waited for Xu Jie’s departure and then they would 
continue to reap the benefits for themselves. 


Xu Jie couldn’t understand it. He was angry and felt unfair. He was outraged, how can the 


world have become such a place? 


It was not a peaceful and prosperous word as written in the books. It was not a utopia in 
which everyone practiced kindness. It was an ugly world. What everyone cared the most was 
nothing but their own interests. 

Sacrificing oneself to be upright and caring for the world could only be summarized in two 
words in the minds of his rapacious subordinates, total farce. 

Desperation permeated in Xu Jie’s mind. He suddenly realized the ways of the saints that 
he had believed and the principles he had practiced were just totally useless. He couldn’t even 
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handle a few treacherous officials and villainous bullies, how could he govern the country and 
make a name in history? It was a joke! 


Xu Jie finally encountered the biggest crisis in his life, a crisis in beliefs. Everything he had 
learned led to no avail. What else in the world could be believed and adhered? 


But he never gave up. He still had the second choice, the knowledge of conscience and 
Knowing and Doing as One. 


A good friend of mine who graduated with a degree in philosophy once told me: there 
should be no study in philosophy for undergraduates because they don’t understand it. 


This is a maxim of wisdom. As the most profound wisdom in the world, philosophy 
crystallizes the thoughts of innumerable number of geniuses and their lives. They have 
suffered and experienced setbacks and they eventually condensed their life experiences to just 


a few words in books. 


A twenty year old youth won’t be able to understand all these. They are too young and too 
naive. They may be able to get a perfect score in tests, but they may not be able to understand 
the true meaning behind it. Although they have truth in their hands, they can’t utilize it. They 
enthusiastically enter society and then they get their heads cracked with blood streaming 
down. 


Xu Jie was such sort of a man. He also didn’t know it. Although he learned everything in 
the Philosophy of the Mind, he didn’t know how to practice. As to what Nie Bao told him six 
years ago, he was just way off from it. 

What is Knowing and Doing as One? Answer: just a combination of knowing and doing. 
Comment: nonsense. 

Xu Jie pondered these words repeatedly but just didn’t get it. The solemn look of Nie Bao 
when he uttered these words appeared in his mind and he was sure his teacher was not joking 
with him. 

But the problem was he simply couldn’t figure out the utility of these words. Would he 
have to utter them like saying a spell and the mine bullies would just flee and officials would 
do their duties? The so-called Knowledge of Conscience and Knowledge of Light, in the real 
world, what would be the use of them? 


In complete darkness, where can one find light? 


Xu Jie became silent in his hard thinking that resulted in no solutions. He began a 
prolonged ponder amid the others’ scoffs and indifference. 


From his hard thinking he finally found he might have made a fundamental mistake. There 
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were some significant problems in his beliefs and principles that he had adhered to for over 
twenty years. The traditional moral system was probably right but it was of no real use. What 
determined the behavior of the majority of people was something else. 


If he was able to identify this thing, he would be able to resolve all the problems. Xu Jie 
decided to nullify everything he had done before. He would overthrow everything and restart 
to identify that thing. 


Inculcation was useless. Morality was useless. Filialness was also useless. All these things 
were useless except making people doze off. 


After peeling off all the camouflages of the ugly world, Xu Jie finally found the final 


answer, interest. 


Devoting oneself to the country and sacrificing oneself for belief, the absolute morality 
indeed existed. But that sort of stuff was simply too advanced and too pricy. From ancient 
times to now, except a few elites, most didn’t want to pay that kind of cost. 


Interests, only ample interests, were the magic power that propelled men. That was the 
true face of the world. It was extremely cruel but it was the uncanny truth. 


Faced with the cruel reality, Xu Jie finally understood the true meaning of Knowing and 
Doing as One. Regardless how lofty an idea was, to realize it, one had to also understand 
another word, change. Only change and practical actions would be able to adapt to the ever 
changing world. 


On the day of that awakening, Xu Jie tossed away the words and ideas he had believed for 
decades. To those arrogant mine bullies and venal officials, he made an unprecedented 
decision. 

Soon after, Xu Jie’s aides surprisingly found almost overnight, those mafias that had ruled 
the silver mines suddenly disappeared and obediently returned to home. 

Puzzled and thrilled, they reported the good news to Xu Jie. But surprisingly to them, Xu 


Jie was not at all surprised or thrilled. It seemed everything was already expected by him. 
In fact it was indeed so. 


A few days ago, Xu Jie took a few of his confidantes with him and came to the silver mines. 
He didn’t go to the local government offices. Instead, he went to see another group of men, the 
local village heads. 


Of course, the village heads were not of the well-bred. They surely benefited from stealing 
the silver. Just when they were unsure and nervous about the purpose of this lord’s visit, Xu 
Jie showed his trump card: Get rid of those mine bullies and I'll offer you a lot more. 
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Everything was resolved. These men, who wouldn’t budge a bit even under thunder strike, 
mobilized themselves immediately. Every village and household was mobilized and those 
who were engaged in stealing from the mines were arrested at once. 


Influenced by Xu Jie’s policy, villages everywhere began to copy and a wave of crackdown 
on mine stealing ensued. When they saw the special mass participation, the local officials were 
stunned and could do nothing. Mine thieves couldn’t make a living anymore, the problem that 


had plagued the area for more than a decade was thus fixed. 


Xu Jie finally succeeded. He didn’t mindlessly adhere to the absolute morality. He used 
interests to defeat interests. But when he candidly revealed the truth, an aide immediately 
thought lowly of it and stood up angrily. He accused Xu Jie’s way was playing a game and a 


compromise. 
“Yes, this is a compromise,” Xu Jie replied calmly. “But I won.” 


Having been through the harsh training, Xu Jie finally learned the rules of survival in this 
world. He also completely understood the true meaning of the Philosophy of the Mind and the 
secret that Nie Bao handed to him. 


“Knowing and Doing as One, I think I got it.” Xu Jie looked at the direction, from which he 
came back then, and made this confident reply. 


In year thirteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1534), Xu Jie’s prolonged struggle finally 
bore fruits. For his outstanding political achievements, he was promoted to the deputy 
commander of Huangzhou in Huguang Province (today’s Huanggang of Hubei). When 
fortune was on her course, she couldn’t be stopped. Before he even got started on that job, he 
got the news he had been promoted again. He had been appointed the Education 


Commissioner in Zhejiang. 


Having spent three years in Zhejiang working on education, Xu Jie for the second time in 
his life saw his fortune turned for the better. This time the position offered to him was the 
deputy prosecutor general of Jiangxi. 

As a senior official in Jiangxi, Xu Jie no longer had to travel through the rugged terrains 
and review documents in late night. 

But trouble still managed to come to his door. 


One day, his doorman suddenly told him a man wanted to see him. Xu Jie thought 
probably it was about someone’s grievances, so he gave the permission. 


But when the fellow came in, he neither cried nor made a fuss. Rather, he directly told Xu 
Jie he had been working hard to advance his career. In plain language, he just wanted a 


promotion. 
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Xu Jie laughed. He had never seen this sort of dubious man. You want a promotion, on 
what ground? But very quickly he couldn’t laugh anymore because the man who came to him 
revealed the reason for his confidence: 


Iam a relative of First Secretary Xia. 


It was a very logical and ordinary reason. If he promoted Xia Yan’s relative, Xia Yan would 
certainly promote him. It was a fair deal and conformed to the laws of free market. Xu Jie, who 
had learned to be flexible, didn’t seem to have the reason to refuse. 


But he refused. He kicked the man out of his door after leaving these words to him: 


“T occupy a position here having authorities over you. I am not going to abuse my power 


{”” 


just to get myself promoted 


The humiliated fellow left. Of course he was not going to let the matter end like that. He 
immediately wrote a letter to Xia Yan, in which he lambasted Xu Jie. He also told people he 


would show Xu Jie his wrath. 
Xu Jie got the wind of it. But he brushed it aside. He just ignored it as if he had not heard it. 


It was an incident that meant a lot. Having been through tribulations, Xu Jie, who knew 
when to be flexible, surely had become a man who knew the rules of officialdom. He 
understood very well what it meant to him by toadying Xia Yan. But he still resolutely rejected 
it. 

A long time ago, Xu Jie had resolved to conduct himself with honesty and integrity, 
support the empire, and serve the country. Many years had gone by. He had suffered 
numerous defeats and experienced a lot of pains, but he never betrayed his original intentions. 


His actions proved he had always been a man of principle. He was a remarkable man. 


In year eighteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1539), the principled Xu Jie ran into the 
principled Xia Yan, thus once again he got the chance to change his fortune. After a tough 
training in the outside for eight years, he would be on the road back to Beijing. 


Generally, starting massive construction projects was a sure way for officials to take bribes 
to enrich themselves. When there were projects like waterway repairs and grain warehouse 
constructions, officials at every level would roll up their sleeves to get involved. But Xu Jie was 
perhaps the only exception. 


But as he was leaving, he unexpectedly made a similar proposal, to build a shrine. 


A shrine was generally used to commemorate someone. But surprisingly to the official in 
charge of the project, the man Xu Jie wanted to commemorate was neither his friend, nor his 
relative. In fact, he had never seen this man. 
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“This man was my teacher.” Xu Jie answered this way to the questions from the people 


around him. 


On the day when Wang Shou Ren’s shrine was completed, Xu Jie came. Watched by the 
people in astonishment, he arranged his clothe and hat, knelt down, and saluted his great 


forefather. 


“I had followed Lord Wen Wei (Nie Bao’s courteous name was Wen Wei) to learn Your 
Highness’s theory. Not after ten years of hard learning, did I finally get it. Although I’ve never 
met you, I am really your second generation student. I don’t have a good way to thank you for 
your teaching. The only thing I can do is always remember the theory of conscience, serve the 


country, serve the people, and uphold justice. I shall never forget!” 

Having bade farewell to the teacher he had never met, Xu Jie got on his way to Beijing. 

After ten years of tough grinding and training, the young and naive academician had 
become a seasoned crafty and astute man in officialdom. 

But that was not the only thing Xu Jie had acquired. More importantly, he had finally 
learned the true meaning of the so-called Theory of Light. 


He had learned to struggle and bob up and down in darkness. The naive Xu Jie finally 
came back to the real world and the society of ugly reality. But interestingly, the unique 
Philosophy of the Mind that pursued light was born in the dark world. It stubbornly radiated 
its light. Its founder, Mr. Wang Shou Ren, had been through rough times, but he did with light 
in his heart. 


That’s because despite being stubborn and resolute, the unsophisticated idealists are still 
weak. They don’t understand in this world, there are many things you don’t understand but 


you have to accept. 


Only those who understand the ugliness and sordidness of this world, have suffered 
setbacks, been tortured and bruised, and have nowhere to hide but still never give up the 


pursuit of light, smile, and move forward resolutely, are the real brave ones. 
Ones who have not been in the dark can never understand light. 


Live on in darkness, Xu Jie. Stay on, you will find light. 
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It’s a World of Just Three Men 


Xu Jie’s team 

Back to the capital, Xu Jie started work at a new place. His position was the east palace 
horse guide, as well as touring academician at the academy. In plain terms, he was in the party 
of the crown prince and a student of the training class for prime ministers. After ten years he 


was once again at the power center of the empire. 


But this time he was not as proud as ten years ago. Having been through what he went 
through, he had paid a price on his arrogance. In addition, he learned it was that First 
Secretary Xia who enabled him to come out alive from being a dead fish. 


He couldn't believe in the imperial court there could be such a man who could let their 
personal animosities go and be fair and just. Xu Jie was very much grateful, so he brought 


some gifts and paid a visit to the senior. 


But when he met Xia Yan, he discovered he perhaps totally miscalculated. Mr. Xia received 
him coldly and didn’t accept his gifts. He maintained a stern look and interrupted him before 
he was able to finish his words of thanks. He dropped the following words and asked him to 
leave: 

“T don’t have a friendly feeling toward you. I summoned you back in the interest of the 
country. You don’t have to thank me and you don’t have to come again.” 

Xu Jie took the gifts back but smile appeared on his face. He already understood the old 
man before him was a real good man despite he appeared stern and inflexible and didn’t want 
to admit what he had done for him. 

Xu Jie’s guess was to the point. Ever since he began working in the Court, First Secretary 
Xia had inquired about his work many times and praised him profusely. But he never 
mentioned any of these in front of Xu Jie. 

In that way, an unconventional relationship was established between the sexagenarian First 
Secretary Xia and the tricenarian Academician Xu. It was a kind of genuine relationship 
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devoid of interest and deal. 


Xia Yan was a man of firm moral principles. Although he was a virtuoso of the rules of 
officialdom, he was afraid of neither the emperor nor the powerful. He dared to speak the 
truth and practiced no partisanship. He was willing to do anything good for the country. Thus 
he liked promoting the able men even when he didn’t like them, for example Xu Jie. 


In addition, Xia Yan was also very unique in another way. He didn’t have his own circle. 
Regardless how many people willingly come under him, he always declined. He was a bona 
fide army of one in the officialdom. But if you think that was a noble virtue, then you are 


totally wrong. 


You need to know Mr. Xia Yan was also a sly fox in the officialdom. He didn’t form his 
own circle because he wanted to show it to the emperor, who was the biggest commander of 
one man and liked anyone who had even fewer men. 


Generally speaking it was a sound strategy. But Xia Yan overdid it. He never befriended 
anyone. Every day he walked with head held high and wasn’t afraid of being tripped. So 
officials came up with this doggerel: “We see no Xia Yan, we see no Lord First Secretary.” 


If one lived like that, he was probably not far from death. 


On the contrary, Xu Jie was in a better situation. To a certain degree he networked and 
made a few friends. But comparing to the absolute political virtuosos among his 
contemporaries, his skin was still not thick enough and his heart was still not black enough. If 
he didn’t have Xia Yan sheltering him and if he relied only on his limited resources at hand, he 
would definitely end up in death if he had to deal with the several formidable enemies who 
were getting closer to him. 


But Heaven seemed to have always protected this man. Ever since he entered the east 
palace, a powerful and mysterious political organization had been watching him and closely 


monitoring his every movement. 


At the time the east palace was teeming with elites of the Court. Most of them got their 
careers started as academicians. They were young and hadn’t been in the officialdom for long. 
They were relatively unsophisticated. But the astute Xu Jie was surprised to find out in here 
there seemed to exist a secret political organization, whose members were very close to each 
other. 


Out of curiosity, he befriended two of them. One was Zhao Shi Chun and the other was 
Tang Shun Zhi. 


As the scout of flower in year two of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1523), Xu Jie had 
something to show off on their seniorities. But if he reviewed the resume of the two men, he 


126 


Book of Zhu Hou Zong 


would know the saying there’s always someone out there was not just empty words. 

Zhao Shi Chun was from Pingliang. He became a recommended man at age fourteen. He 
finished at the top in the general exam in year five of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1526). He 
was the top general appointee. 

Tang Shun Zhi was from Wujin. He finished at the top in the general exam in year eight of 
Civility and Tranquility (AD 1529). He was the top general appointee. 

Mainly due to curiosity, Xu Jie got closer to them. He saw the men’s demeanors were very 
different from other ordinary people. But when he carefully approached them, he found the 
two men were also very interested in him. 

Zhao Shi Chun and Tang Shun Zhi welcomed him with enthusiasm and they quickly 
became friends. As they got to know each other more, Xu Jie was surprised to find he had a lot 
in common with these two men. In the way they conducted themselves and their political 
views, they found they were astonishingly similar. Very soon they transformed their 
friendship into comradery. 


A comrade is one who shares the same ambition and value. 


But amid this harmony Xu Jie became even more doubtful. His intuition told him the 
similitude was not a coincident. There must be something hidden behind it. 


Then one day, when he heard what Tang Shun Zhi said, the puzzle was resolved. 
“Tam Wang Ji’s student.” 


Xu Jie smiled. Long ago, Nie Bao had mentioned the name to him. He clearly remembered 
Wang Ji was Wang Shou Ren’s disciple. 


They came everywhere from the country and got to be close to each other because of the 


same identity, they were all followers of Wang’s philosophy. 


“Are there others?” Xu Jie finally understood what connected the men who had nothing to 
do with each other. 


“Yes, there are many.” Tang Shun Zhi gave a thoughtful answer. 

Thus Xu Jie became one of them because they held the same belief and followed the 
teachings of the same man. 

It was a special group. What got them together was not interest but shared political ideal. 


Surprisingly the late comer Xu Jie soon became the leader of the group. He often brought 
and engaged everyone together in activities (study and exchange ideas on the Philosophy of 
the Mind). It was a rather strange phenomenon, in terms of seniority Tang Shun Zhi should 
have been the third generation direct lineal disciple. Xu Jie’s teacher Nie Bao wasn’t formally 


127 


It’s a World of Just Three Men 


accepted as a student (he bestowed it on himself). If they had to rank per seniority, Xu Jie 
wouldn’t be the one at the helm. 


But there was no dispute. They knew Xu Jie, who was rising in his career, was well their 
best choice. 


Thus Xu Jie had his first team. But his experience in this period has often been overlooked, 
which is not unusual because comparing to the numerous political parties, regardless of 
manpower or material strength, this organization was really an obscure one. But in fact it was 
this seemingly negligible group that launched the decisive blow in the final moment of the 
decisive battle. 


There was really not much to do in the east palace. Just like that, Xu Jie spent four years in 


the training class of Wang Shou Ren’s theory. Then after the wait, he got a new position. 


In year twenty two of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1543), Xu Jie was named the dean of 
Imperial College, which was roughly equivalent to present day’s dean of the state’s college of 
administration. Students here could be assigned official positions without taking part in civil 
servant exams. Although the quota was limited, if one managed to get through, the career 
prospect was decent. Naturally when they saw Dean Xu they had to salute with reverence and 


respect. It became Xu Jie’s second source of human capital. 
Speed up, Xu Jie, there wasn’t much time left for your pre-battle preparation. 


After two years as a college dean, Xu Jie got a vitally important job, the deputy minister of 


personnel. 


Xu Jie had to feel fortunate. If he didn’t have this job, he could very probably have been 
disqualified to stand on the stage of the duel. He would have been swiftly eliminated or to 
play an insignificant supporting role to the end of his life. 


Scientific researches have shown from as early as Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors to 
the twenty first century, from as far as the cannibal tribes in the jungles of Africa to as near as 
the neighborhood committees of crones, regardless of country or epoch, the personnel 
department has always been the mightiest. If they want to promote you, you get promoted. If 
they want to let you go, you go. 

In Ming, the Ministry of Personnel had always been the toughest agency to deal with. In 
there, there were foul words and bad looks. A menial sixth grade manager would dare to 
upbraid a local governor and you wouldn’t dare to rebuke him and had to obediently to 
submit to him. Otherwise if he wasn’t happy, just couple of words in your personnel file 
would ensure you'd have to suffer from it for twenty years. 


But Xu Jie was the only exception. Ever since he started his work at the ministry, he never 
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upbraided anyone. Every time he received a local official, as long as he had the time, he would 
personally greet them. In addition, he would banter with them for minutes. That made many 
super excited with reverence and awe. When they got back, they would tearfully tell everyone. 
When your humbled fellow went to the Ministry of Personnel, Minister Xu received me in 


such a way that he let me feel he was truly a brother. 


But based on my calculation of Xu Jie’s workload, it would be an extraordinary thing if he 
could simply manage to memorize the names of those people. God knew what was said. But 
anyhow, Xu Jie gained wide mass support and became one of the hottest figures in the 
officialdom. 


Keep on. The earth shattering event would soon arrive. Only one year was left. 


Now Yan Song was also busy planning his strategy. The situation was at a very dangerous 
point. Xia Yan occupied the high ground and his cover was blown. The dagger would be seen 
once the map rolled to its end, he had to find a way to get rid of him. 


But Yan Song lacked confidence. Xia Yan was far stronger than his predecessor Zhang 
Cong. He was able and astute. Not only that, he was intrepid and skilled at fight. He was just 
too formidable. 


Then, a man came forward. He told Yan Song actually Xia Yan was easy to handle. 


This man was Yan Shi Fan. He was Yan Song’s son. This man possessed a unique look. He 
had a big head with two fat ears. One of his eyes was blind, thus he was half blind. With that 
kind of look, he would be an eyesore if he walked on streets. But in fact he was an extremely 


formidable man. 


“Xia Yan is talented and keen in his judgement. He appears to be tough but he is indecisive 
in making decisions. Although he occupies a high position actually he is not that terrifying. He 
is not one of those who are truly extraordinary.” 


Yan Shi Fan looked at his father with confidence, and he continued: 
“Among those extraordinary talents in the world now, there are only three!” 
“The first one is Yang Bo, the right assistant censor general at the Censorial Council.” 


Yang Bo was from Puzhou and a distinguished scholar of year eight of Civility and 
Tranquility (AD 1529). His test score was average. After the exam he was sent to a remote 
location to be a county magistrate. Comparing to his classmates, his career could be said as 
disgraceful. But the fellow was like a gold fish, who didn’t belong to a small pond. If there was 
a rain, he would jump out. He was quite able. Although he was a civilian official, he was very 
proficient in military affairs. For unknown reasons, he impressed Zhai Luan, a cabinet grand 
academician. He was transferred to the capital. Initially he was a director at the Department of 
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Officer Recruiting at the Ministry of War. Then he went to the Department of Staff Officers (it 
was Said to be the poorest and busiest agency) as the department head. 


Because he rose so quickly, many people were not convinced. But reality showed the eyes 
of a senior official couldn’t be mistaken. Yang Bo indeed was a genius. He had a very special 
ability, that he could memorize everything he saw. It was said from things as big as the 
nation’s affairs to small ones like the terrains of different locales, as long as he had seen them, 
he would be able to memorize them in his head. In addition, he was fluent in several local 
dialects. If he lived today, perhaps he would be a gold collar worth of tens of thousands per 


month. 


Thus, besides doing well at his every day job, he often worked as a secretary for his boss 
and went out with him on inspection tours. 


His most glorious experience took place in the days when he was a secretary. 


Once, Academician Zhai took an order to visit the borders. It was equivalent to inspecting 
the borders and visiting the soldiers. It was a tough assignment. Back then there were no 
helicopters. If a border post was located at a poor remote place or a high plateau region, even a 
grand academician had to traverse the terrain by foot. He had to meet the men and drink some 


tea with them before he could leave. 


Fearing that he could be on a journey of no return, Academician Zhai decided to bring 
Yang Bo with him. Actuality showed it was a brilliant decision. The skies under the Great 
Ming were not bright. Besides winds and rains, when they arrived in Suzhou’, they managed 


to bump into some road robbers. 


It was truly a strange thing the number two man in the imperial court (Zhai Luan ranked 
number two in the Cabinet) was even robbed by bandits. But in those ages, who cared what 
sort of official you were. The bandits were just doing their job. They had just one word, money! 


What's even stranger was that upon seeing the robbers, none of the Academician Zhai’s 
personal body guards stepped forward and Academician Zhai was also stunned. That’s 


because this was a group of robbers with political background. They were savagery foreigners. 


The term savagery foreigner was used to refer to local minorities or people of uncivilized 
cultures. These people fed on the mountains. When they heard a senior official came, not only 
were they not afraid of being levied tallies (nothing really could be exacted from these poor 
places anyway), on the contrary they lost no time in informing each other the news and 
enthusiastically encouraged everyone to commit robbery. They were far away from the 


* This is not the Suzhou in Jiangsu province, which is in southeast of China. This is another city in the remote region of 
northwest of China, which should be in present day Gansu province. Both names have the exact same pronunciations but are 
written in different Chinese characters. 
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emperor and a chance would be lost if they didn’t rob. 


Of course, force would have to follow diplomacy. They first sent men to make the contact. 
It was termed as “requesting reward”. The best outcome is giving money, if the request fails, 
then we’d rather go back home to pick up weapons. 


After some deliberation, Academician Zhai decided to resolve the problem by force. But his 
body guards refused to obey his order. The reason was simple, their opponent was more 
numerous. They numbered in hundreds. 


Those were just the vanguards. They already claimed those distant cousins had not arrived. 
They would come after lunch. 


What a mess. It was a remote place and even the local government didn’t have many men. 
If they waited for reinforcement to arrive, perhaps Academician Xia’s head would have taken 
and been used as a chamber pot. 


At such a critical time, dignity was no longer a matter of importance. Seeing they could not 
afford to fight, Academician Zhai decided to slink away. Then Yang Bo came forward: 


“Tam here and I’ll make sure Your Lordship will be safe and sound!” 
Zhai Luan looked at Yang Bo in wonderment. He stopped his feet. 


In fact in this world, as long as you dare to hoodwink, any miracle can happen. There may 
be things out of imagination, but there are always hoodwinks. 


Yang Bo gathered all the guards and ordered them to have their uniform polished. Then he 
took the wares for the ceremony in his hands and walked out of the barrack with pomp and 
prestige. Before the savages knew what was going on, Yang Bo gave them a loud shout: 


“Line up for the welcome!” 
The shout befuddled the bandits. How can a robbery victim be so audacious? 
More audacity followed. Yang Bo then shouted: 


“Lord Zhai is a cabinet grand academician. He is personally leading the great army to come 
here first. You come to welcome him. But you only managed to get just a few here. Where is all 
the rest? If you are so disrespectful, he’ll have all of you arrested!” 


You are being robbed and you are bothered that we have fewer hands? The bandits didn’t 
know what to do. As they were hesitating, Yang Bo once again began talking: 


“Given that you have come out to welcome, you should be rewarded. Next time you need 


{7 


to be aware 


That was what referred to as carrot and stick. Brother Yang Bo was an absolute genius. It 
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must be pointed out even bandits desired auspices and never wanted to go back empty 
handed. A little money could serve as a small gesture. 


Academician Zhai finally came back to the capital safely. And Yang Bo also became famous 
because of that incident and became the top key official in the Court. 


“The next man is Lu Bing, the commander of Guards in Brocade and deputy commander of 


military governor.” 


The most powerful Guard in Brocade in Ming 
January 17 of year Eighteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1539)". 
It was just past midnight at the emperor’s travelling palace. 


Out on a tour, the emperor was sound asleep in his traveling palace. Meanwhile, dark 


smokes bellowed up from some dark corners. 


All of a sudden, fire broke out. Because it was a windy and dark night the fire spread very 
fast so it was not easy to control it. Amid the panic the guards were not used to the directions 
(because it was a travelling palace). So they couldn’t locate the emperor. The fire grew more 
intense and many guards had given up and were preparing to buy white fabric to plan for the 
funeral. 


Just at this moment, before many knew what was happening, a brother suddenly doused 
his shirt in water and entered the raging fire half naked. Everyone was stunned. Before long, 
the fire fighter rushed out with a man on his back. 


As everyone was exclaiming the brother was just too foolish. For just dozens of taels of 
silver he would risk his life. But when they saw the man on his back, they exclaimed again. 
The risk was well worth taking, really worth taking. 


The emperor of Civility and Tranquility was carried out of the sea of fire, narrowly 
escaping a certain death. 


After the servants and guards got the emperor settle down. When the rescuer washed his 
face and revealed his true identity, every one instantly lost his courage to exclaim. They 
instantly dispersed and ran as far as they could. 


He was a man with a special job and couldn’t be lightly offended. He was Lu Bing. At the 
time he was the executive commander of Guards in Brocades’ southern district. 


Throughout Ming, organizations of special agencies appeared one after another. But only 


'° The Chinese date given says it’s in February. The author probably didn’t translate the date in February to the correct date in 
the western calendar. There is no such Chinese date in February of AD 1539. 
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two stayed on the whole course. They were the Guards in Brocades and the East Yard. 


Guards in Brocade had the longest history. But the East Yard came late and overtook it. The 
East Yard was run by eunuchs. Although they unfortunately suffered a cut and their physical 
strengths (except those who practiced the Treasured Sunflower Book) were usually inferior to 
others, they had an easier path to becoming the emperors’ confidantes. But commanders of 
Guards in Brocade had no physical deformity so they had to fare a little worse. 


As time went by, the influence of Guards in Brocades’ deteriorated. A few despicable 
commanders even would go to the East Yard and knelt down before a eunuch. After Perpetual 
Happiness, most of the time the East Yard enjoyed overwhelming superiority. The Guards in 
Brocade had to play a secondary role. 


There was only one exception. 


It seemed to be an arrangement made by divinity. In the era of changing and tempestuous 
times, Lu Bing came to the scene. In the hands of this terrifying man, Guards in Brocades 
would become the most terrifying weapon of struggle. 


More interestingly, Guard in Brocade Lu Bing, the man whose power dominated the world 


for over ten years and whose name terrorized everyone, was in fact not a bad man. 


Lu Bing was born into an unusual family, which had been in the government for 
generations. Please note the word ‘generations’, which is the key. Then how long was the 
‘generations’? 


Usually, by any means it should be over a hundred years? 
One hundred years? That’s just the starting price. It’s six hundred years! Without discount! 


It was said his ancestors began to work as government officials since Sui and Tang 
dynasties. Regardless of Five Dynasties and Ten Nations, the Great Song Dynasty, or the Yuan 
Dynasty, in which countless number of men rose and fell, killed and got killed, nothing 
seemed to touch his family. Although it experienced some downfalls and for a period of time 
life was tough, basically they were always able to manage to get government jobs. Such 
tenacity was unmatched even by that super sly fox Feng Dao". 


When it was Ming, the family’s fortune grew even bigger. Lu Bing’s father Lu Song 
inherited his ancestor’s position by becoming a palace honor guard. Soon after, he was chosen 
by a guardian prince and became the prince’s body guard. 


We have to say that in Ming, there was really little prospect if one muddled along under a 
guardian prince. He would either be killed by following the princes in rebellions (only Mr. 


'' Feng Dao was born in late Tang Dynasty. He held senior positions and worked in five different dynasties and eight 
imperial families and served thirteen emperors. His career lasted over forty years. 
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Zhu Di succeeded), or he would die of boredom in a remote little place. But this guardian 
prince was an exception. He was the Prince of Xingxian. 


His son was the emperor. By now everyone knows that. But although Lu Song was lucky, 
his wife was even luckier. She was recruited to the prince’s palace as a wet nurse. Why was 
she luckier? 


The child she nursed was the emperor. 


But Brother Lu Bing was too young and couldn’t be thrown into a kindergarten. Lu Bing 
had to follow his mother to the palace. His mother fed the emperor and he played aside. 


A few years later, he was still playing there. The only thing different was he had an extra 
friend. 


In that way Mr. Lu Bing lived through his childhood. His playmate later went to the capital 
and became the emperor. Lu Bing always followed him at his side and protected him. 


Simply put it, Lu Bing grew up eating the same milk as the emperor and played the same 
games. In today’s words, they were bare butt friends. 


You can probably exclude the possibility he was a speculator. The brother, working as a 
guest actor, played the role of a fire fighter mainly because the man inside was his friend. 


That was essentially Lu Bing’s family history. For many generations back they were either 
aristocrats or landlords. If they lived in the era of class struggles, perhaps they would be 
paraded on streets for couple of months. 


People usually say rich families produce mostly wastrels. But growing up in such an 


environment, Lu Bing was an unusual man. He was just too unusual. 


Sometimes in your life you’ll meet such a man, who is better than you at study, more 
athletic than you, his family is richer than yours, and he is more handsome than you. Enough, 
no need to enumerate everything. In summary, you'd die of envy even if you don’t want to 
compare. 


Lu Bing was probably a man of that type. The young man looked handsome and very 
healthy. More specifically, he had a very unique way of walking. He “trod like a heron”. 


What a talent. If you go home and flip through Teacher Zhao’s Animal World’? and see how 
herons walk, you will understand Mr. Lu Bing was just too special. Any other ordinary man 
would have died of such labor. 


He was rich and powerful, he looked exceptionally good, and he walked “elegantly”. 


'? Zhao Zhong Xiang was a famous TV anchor who anchored many TV shows in China. For a few years he was the narrator 
of a popular prime time show Animal World. His unique voice was one of the reasons for his fame. 
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Equipped with such advantages, it would be hard for him to be not arrogant. But the brother 
still possessed a unique specialty, modesty and restrain. 


Unexpected by everyone, the well born Lu Bing was a man of low profile. He was 
courteous to the people around him and showed no snobbishness of the heir of an aristocratic 
family. More surprisingly, the government position he held was earned by himself through 
rigorous tests. 


In Ming, there were two systems of exams. The civil exam was one of them, in which men 
in the entire country competed for just a few hundred positions. It was super hard. But there 


was another kind of exam that was even harder than that stuff. It was the military exam. 


If the civil exam was like walking over a single-plank bridge, the military exam was like 
wire-walking. Luck was a part in taking tests in exams. Mental strength, nutrition level, and 
tastes of the test examiners all played a role. If one dropped, it didn’t matter. If one wasn’t 
dead from drowning, one could resurface and take another test. 


But when it came to the military exam, nothing could be counted on. That sort of things 
required fighting with real weapons. The tests varied. Besides riding, fighting on horsebacks, 
and ground fighting, shooting was also part of the tests. In these tests it was of no use to bring 
some Xerox’d materials. If you can’t do it, you’d better not do it. Otherwise you could be 
disabled by others. 


But the most unfortunate thing was even if you managed to get through all the physicals 
and mastery of weapons, in the end, there was still one wretched gate, strategy argument. 


Strategy argument was about being given a question and you write your answer. For 
example, it could be about the military situation at the borders around the country. 


That had to be an obstacle deliberately set up. Men who were in this vocation were 
essentially all from military families. To put it bluntly, they were basically professional 
illiterate military men. Most of them were uneducated. They should be praised for being able 


to write down their own names. How could you expect these men to write strategy arguments? 


Of course, there were able men and Lu Bing was one of them. The fellow took part in the 
general exam in year eight of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1529). Not only did he show his 
exceptional physical skills, he was also exceptional at literature. Thus he passed the exam. 


Being such an elite and also a staunch brother of the emperor, of course he wouldn’t be sent 
down to the locals. After the exam he was offered a special position, deputy knight of a 
thousand of Guards in Brocade. From now on he became a member of the mysterious 


organization. 


Thereafter he worked hard and diligently and enjoyed a precipitous rise. In year eighteen 
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of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1539), after the fellow picked up the emperor from the fire, he 
eventually climbed up one more rung and became the special agent among special agents, the 
biggest special agent (commander of Guards in Brocade). 


In fact Commander Lu was very much a unique man. Usually the main job of a special 
agent was limited only to gathering information, making secret reports and, and framing 
someone. But the first thing Commander Lu did after taking the position stunned his 


subordinates, rectifying miscarriage of justice. 


Guards in Brocade had two major departments under it. They were the southern district 
and the northern district. The southern district was responsible for the routine management of 
the agency. The northern district was only responsible for managing a prison, the celebrated 
Prison by Decree, a.k.a. Prison in Brocade. 


The Prison by Decree was known as the Hell in Human World. If one happened to get in 
there, if a souvenir was not left on his body, it would be very tough for him to get out. Initially 
it imprisoned only senior officials and rich noblemen. Later it lowered its threshold, Zhang 


Three, Li Four, and Pockmark Two were also allowed to come for a tour of the place. 


The men who ran the prison were indeed of low quality. They always extorted from the 
prisoners. Regardless of being guilty or innocent, anyone who was put in here would be 
beaten first. After the beating, they demanded money. If no money was offered, there would 
be continued beating. It was extremely horrendous. Perhaps if Dou E came here, she wouldn’t 
think she was wronged!%. Not only that, the men worked very diligently. Injustices were done 
in perfection. Documents and everything else were all furnished and no flaws could be found. 


There was simply no way to regulate them. 


Commanders of every generation knew it and did nothing about it. Then Lu Bing did 


something about it. 


One day, he unexpectedly summoned the case workers to come to a meeting. After the 
brothers who carried out injustices came, Lu Bing first greeted and welcomed them. Then he 
politely named several cases and asked them to explain the cases. 


These sly foxes of course didn’t want to tell the truth. They prattled back and forth, 
refusing to tell anything. 


Lu Bing didn’t become angry. He summoned a subordinate and issued an order to him: 
“Go out and close the door, without my order, no one will be allowed to leave!” 


Then he sat down with ease and leisurely enjoyed the ashen faced subordinates. 


'’ Dou E was a fictional character in a Chinese play written in Ming Dynasty, who suffered from systematic injustices of the 
laws. 
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He made it clear if they didn’t fully explain the issues, no one would be able to leave. I live 
here and let’s see who can out do me. 


The brothers didn’t have their balls. When they saw what was put on them, they quickly 
confessed. 


Problems were solved. But they couldn’t understand where the flaw was. They had done 
everything perfectly and what they did was more than enough to fool everyone. 


Actually Lu Bing didn’t review the case documents. He just made a trip to the prison. 


The prison was teeming with bugs and mosquitos. The stench was unbearable. Except the 
prisoners, even the guards didn’t want to stay inside. But Lu Bing went. 


He questioned many prisoners and patiently listened to their grievances. He recorded 
everything and thoroughly investigated them. 


Injustices were thus exposed. 
Based on this it seemed that Lu Bing was a good man. 
But at the same time, he also had another side, the dark side. 


Because of his precipitous rise, when Lu Bing became the highest ranked officer of Guards 
in Brocade, many subordinates of his were once his bosses, who were surely dissatisfied with 
the neophyte and never obeyed him. Lu Bing knew it very well but he never showed any 
temper and rather showed exceptional deference to his former superiors. 


But everything was just a ruse. After these old comrades had been thoroughly doped and 
entranced, Lu Bing began to act, still without any change of emotion. 


Very soon, those insubordinate seniors were either transferred or ordered to retire. They 
were in such hurry that many knew how to handle it but they could do nothing. Lu Bing thus 


completed his grand plan of seizing the power. 
Thus one should do all but shouldn’t utter any. 
“The third man is me.” Yan Shi Fan at last said. 
We have to admit he was not boasting. 


Yan Shi Fan was a man that attracted no attention. He lacked Yang Bo’s quick wit and he 
didn’t have Lu Bing’s restrained temperament. He bullied others and was arrogant. He was 
never liked. But he was perhaps the most ferocious of the three. 


Although his advantage was simple, it was very useful. He was smart. 


He was truly an extremely smart man. It was said when he was talking to someone, he 
would know what the other was going to say by just listening the first half of a sentence. Not 
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only that, he was exceptionally accurate at assessing others. Regardless if you are an old 
cunning fox or a gullible youth, you wouldn’t be able to escape from his eyes. 


In addition he could write green verses, a unique skill that was inimitable to the other two. 


Yan Song wasn’t that good at green verses. Despite his efforts, he just was not good. 
Reluctantly he got his son to write for him. The result was a surprise. The green verses were 
praised by Comrade Civility and Tranquility. We have to say on a large part Yan Song had to 
thank the scrivener for being favored by the emperor. 


But it was all due to his father the rare talent Yan Shi Fan could advance. That was nothing 
unusual. It seemed normal for such a special talent to receive special treatment. 


With his father’s help, Yan Shi Fan became the left deputy minister of works and the 
deputy director of the Office of Seals. 


Perhaps in the Court at the time, these were the two most profitable positions. Being 
involved in construction projects every day and dealing with contractors, it was a routine 
matter for him to take kickbacks. In addition, he was in charge of confidential documents and 
seals. He and Daddy Yan formed a perfect pair. Son got the information and dad sought and 
took bribes. Both thoroughly enjoyed grafting. 


In Yan Shi Fan’s view, although the world was big, there were only three men: Yang Bo, Lu 
Bing, and himself. Xia Yan could be ignored. 


But despite these words, Yan Song sneered in a reply to his son: 


“Xia Yan is the head of the Cabinet. He occupies the high position and is powerful. He only 
has to move his fingers to lift or sack someone. You say these empty words, what can you do 
about him?” 

Yan Shi Fan smiled with confidence: 

“Although Xia Yan is tough, he is not invincible. If one condition is met, in three years, this 
man will be dead!” 

Yan Song finally got excited. He curiously waited for Yan Shi Fan’s condition. 
“Among the three, if we have two, we'll defeat Xia Yan!” 
Yan Song was dismayed. 


“T’ve dealt with Yang Bo several times. This man doesn’t want to join us.” 


That was correct. Brother Yang Bo’s mind was on military strategies. Usually he enjoyed 


drawing maps at the Ministry of War. Of course he didn’t want to tread the muddy water. 
“Then how about Lu Bing?” Yan Shi Fan was still hopeful. 
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“Don’t you know? He is Xia Yan’s man.” Yan Song replied with a bitter smile. 


That was not wrong. Brother Lu Bing grew up in a noble family and had some political 
ideals. He admired and respected Xia Yan’s honesty and integrity. Although he liked money, 
he disdained the infamous Yan Song. Except a brief greeting when they met, they never 
associated with each other. 


Thus the Yan father and son got back to the starting point. But thankfully, as long as Yan 
Shi Fan’s head wasn’t suddenly flooded with water, there was at least one among the three on 
their side. 
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A Fatal Mistake 


A turn for the better 
The Yan father and son exhausted their brain cells on dealing with Xia Yan. But to their 
surprise, before they started their action, Xia Yan came to them. 


This is what happened. Probably Yan Shi Fan was too much immersed in grafting, he 
irritated many people and then got reported. Now it was different from the past. The letter of 
complaint fell into Xia Yan’s hands. This fellow surely never had a second thought. He had 
materials prepared and was about to report to the boss. 

Yan Song panicked. After getting the wind of it, he immediately got his embezzler son to 
discuss the countermeasure. At such a critical moment, even one of the three geniuses in the 
world was also much frightened. Not until he pinched himself several times was he able to 
recover his senses. 


Then he came up with a seemingly ridiculous solution: to go beg Xia Yan for mercy. 


Yan Song disagreed. He thought he knew Xia Yan’s personality. The fellow was so strict 
even on his own friends, how could he be any different to his arch enemy. 


But Yan Shi Fan insisted on his idea: 
“This is the only way out!” 


Thus father and son brought all of their equipment, including gifts, money, and 
handkerchiefs for wiping tears, and came to Xia Yan’s door. The door man announced Second 


Secretary Yan wished to see him. 


After a long while, an answer came back: First Secretary Xia isn’t feeling well, you two 


come back another day. 


Come another day? Are you kidding? By then we won’t even know where our heads will 
be! 


Yan Song employed his first piece of equipment, money. 
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Of course the money was not intended for Xia Yan. It got stuffed into the doorman’s hands. 
Life is not easy for all of us, brother, please let us in. 


Having bought the doorman, the Yan father and son entered Xia Yan’s residence. 


Xia Yan was lying in bed feigning being sick. When he heard the two men coming in, he 
pretended being still asleep, turned, and continued his sleep. 


It doesn’t matter. We know how to get you up. 


Standing in the room, Yan Song and Yan Shi Fan suddenly broke into a loud wail that was 
filled with sorrow and grief. They howled and lost their voices. The sound of sobbing shook 
the earth. 


Although the trick had been used repeatedly in history, it never failed to work. But it had 
to be used only by those extraordinary men. You need to understand sorrow must come out 
deep from your heart in an instant. Lachrymose and nasal discharges must come out on 
demand without any hesitation. Control of the facial muscles and the central never system 
must be so precise that it seemed to be magical. Even after a hundred years, you will still be 
admired. 


Xia Yan couldn’t endure it anymore. He rarely got a day off and now suddenly there came 
in two crying and lamenting madcaps. He could no longer sleep. In addition, with him in bed 
and they sobbed over him, it was just too inauspicious. 


He stood up. 
It was this getting up from bed that started his ruin. 


Xia Yan went to Yan Song and lifted the man who was older than him by two years and 
kneeling on the floor crying incessantly. He sighed: 


“Fenyi (Yan Song was from Fenyi of Jiangxi), why do you have to do this?” 
Why? If I don’t care about my head, to hell I would kneel to you. 


Yan Song immediately stopped crying. He blew his nose and grabbed Yan Shi Fan. 
Appearing solemnly like a hangdog, he stood before Xia Yan. 


We all know this. Why you are here and what you want, I know everything. 
Xia Yan sighed. Reluctantly he waved his hand and signaled his intention. 


Yan Song and Yan Shi Fan were ecstatic and at once kowtowed to express their gratitude. 
They thanked repeatedly and then left. 


History has shown if a battered dog is not further beaten, he will turn into a wolf. 


Xia Yan was actually not a bad old man. Although he appeared inflexible, he actually was a 
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man of tolerance and benevolence. He was truly a good man. 


But on the stage where the fight was about power, a genuinely good man was destined to 


be destroyed. 


Pretty soon the good old man ran into trouble. When he was reviewing documents filed by 
the censors (letters of complaints), he expectedly spotted a familiar name, Lu Bing. 


Brother Lu Bing was a man who couldn’t endure boredom. Although he was somewhat 
principled, he liked dabbing here and there and receiving a little dirty money and graft a little. 
Gradually things got worse and eventually reached the censors. 


Xia Yan was outraged. Although he maintained a good relationship with Lu Bing, with 
regard to the man’s illegal doings, he had to punish and reprimand him. But just soon after he 
made up his mind, Lu Bing came to his door. 


Lu Bing was not a good-for-nothing. He specialized on intelligence gathering. Under his 
brilliant leadership, Guards in Brocade had become the most feared intelligence machine. Any 
small disturbance in the capital city would be first known by him. This time there was no 
exception. 


Inside the capital, there were very few feared by Lu Bing. Xia Yan was the only one. The 
lord of Guards in Brocade understood very well First Secretary Xia was a daredevil, who 
would not hinder himself by friendship and also an able fighter. Regardless who you are or 
what sort of connections you have, as long as he sets his eyes on you, he will crush and tread 


on you. 


The nervous Lu Bing couldn’t come up with a better idea. He had to follow Yan Shi Fan 


and went to beg for mercy. 


He didn’t go empty handed. He had someone bringing three thousand taels of silver with 
him. He knew Xia Yan had been in the battlefields for decades and it was just simply a waste 
of emotions to talk to him. A little real stuff would be better. 


Just on this matter we can ascertain Lu Bing was not as good as Yan Shi Fan. He had dealt 
with Xia Yan for years and yet he didn’t know the fellow would never accept dirty money. 


When Xia Yan saw Lu Bing and the stuff he brought him, he uttered only two words, get 
out. 


Then he added, from wherever you got it, send it back. 


Lu Bing was also flabbergasted. Being in distress, he had to employ the trick Yan Shi Fan 
had used, in tears he cried bitterly and knelt down to beg for mercy. 


Of course the result was the same. Xia Yan pardoned him as well. It seemed to be a little 
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strange, if you don’t want to prosecute him, why do you torment him? 


With tears in his eyes Lu Bing left Xia Yan’s home. But a raging fire was burning in his 
heart. Reputation is nothing, principle is nothing, no matter what, this must be vindicated! 

When the news of Lu Bing’s humiliation spread, Yan Shi Fan went to his father and said 
this: 

“Xia Yan's death is not far.” 

Yan Shi Fan had his reason for saying this. He had found a perfect opportunity to 
completely destroy Xia Yan for good. 

Yan Song’s head was still foggy. In the Court everywhere there were Xia Yan’s men. Even 
stepping in a foot wasn’t an easy matter. How would they get started? 

But Yan Shi Fang told him they didn’t have to assemble a gang or corral confidantes. 
Currently there is something going on. We just have to use some tact and Xia Yan’s death will 
be ensured. 

That something mentioned by Yan Shi Fan took place a year ago. 

In year twenty five of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1546), Zeng Xian, who was the deputy 
minister of war and the commanding general of three borders, submitted a memorial to the 
emperor, which opened the scene of the play. 

Zeng Xian was an exceptionally capable general. Although he started his career as a 
civilian official, he enjoyed military affairs. After being a county magistrate for a few years, he 
was appointed the circuit censor in Eastern Liao. Then he tumbled into the battlefield and his 
military talent was shown. 

We must say Zeng Xian was an eccentric man. His eccentricity was that others didn’t want 
to fight, but he was addicted to fighting. If chance came, he wouldn’t let it go. 


The most unsavory thing he did took place on a new year’s eve. After a year of tough 
fighting everyone was preparing for the New Year celebration. Then Zeng Xian came. 


“All, get ready for battle!” 


It’s the New Year's Day, why can’t we take ease for couple of days. This is not an 
auspicious time to brandish weapons. No one wants to go out to risk his life. Not only that, the 
Mongols are hard to locate and we may not be able to find them anyway. 


But they had to obey the commander’s order. Thus they came up with an idea and got a 
man to go to petition Zeng Xian’s wife and hoped to have it postponed. 


In less than the time to finish a tea, news came. The fellow who went to petition had been 
beheaded. His head was hung outside. 
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No more argument. Go out and fight. 


By coincidence, soon after the troops left, they indeed found their old long lost Mongol 
friends. They gave chase and there was a hard fight. Accompanied by the sound of gongs and 
drums, they came back triumphantly. 


But everyone had the same question: it’s New Year’ Day, even scouts are resting, how do 
you know there are Mongols nearby? 


“Haven’t you seen the magpies and ravens around here are very noisy?” Zeng Xian 
laughed proudly. 


It was his pride that would bring ruin to his life. 


Zeng Xian was by nature a restless man. He decided to add more to what he already got 
and contribute more to the nation. Thus in that memorial he made a proposal, to reclaim Hetao. 


The Hetao region was present day Ningxia and the area around Alashan Mountains in 
Inner Mongolia. It was originally part of Ming. But it was located at the doorstep of the 
Mongol tribes. The Mongol neighbors frequently came to visit and “take” a few things away. 
Initially the government interfered. Gradually it could no longer do what it wanted to do. As 
time went by, the area became Mongol’s sphere of influence. 


Initially people didn’t think much of it. It was a place where even birds wouldn’t lay eggs. 


If it’s lost, then so be it. But later people saw abandoning Hetao was a grave mistake. 


It was not the intention of the Mongols to acquired land to open stores to do business. They 
also didn’t want to do real estate development. Occupying Hetao simply enabled them to 
more easily accomplish their robbery work. 


Then Ming, having lost Hetao, was like a street vendor, who could not get a single day of 
respite. She was always tormented a few times, either having her people killed or goods looted. 


Zeng Xian could no longer endure it. He might have been a hothead, but he was a man 
who loved his countrymen and wanted to serve his country. Under the skies of Ming, how can 
we allow barbarians to ravage our lands! 


Thus, with intense emotion to serve his country, he wrote the declaration of war cry, in 
which he vowed to retake Hetao: This is a project that will benefit us into perpetuity and this is 
a deed that the empire depends on for ten thousand generations. That was the ideal future 
Zeng Xian aspired and what made his blood boil. 


After the document was sent up, even Mr. Civility and Tranquility got excited. That was 
truly unprecedented. You have to understand although the Taoist practiced alchemy and 
recited the books every day, it was after all his part-time job. He was still capable of courage. 
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For the time being his blood also boiled. He immediately declared he agreed with Zeng Xian 
and circulated a document in the Cabinet for discussion. 


It was in the Cabinet that the problem was originated. 


When Xia Yan read the memorial, he immediately applauded and declared his unequivocal 
support. Then he drafted another document to express his support. Of course, just like before, 
he didn’t ask the opinion of Yan Song, his sidekick. 


But he overlooked a very strange phenomenon: In the past, even when he didn’t inform 
him, Yan Song would already have come up to express his support or agreement. But this time, 
the virtuoso bootlicker just sat aside quietly, with his eyes shut, meditating. He appeared to 


know nothing about the matter. 


The hotheaded Xia Yan excitedly went to the West Garden. He wanted to express his 


enthusiasm. But Yan Song, who sat in the dark corner, smiled. 
Xia Yan finally messed himself up. That was Yan Song’s assessment. 


One may be right a hundred times and one wrong will be too many. Xia Yan, who had 
been in the officialdom for over a decade, still didn’t quite know the real state of mind of the 
emperor. Retaking the lands for the country was surely a good thing. But Mr. Civility and 
Tranquility wouldn’t necessarily think the same way. 


We must understand this fellow Taoist was a man who wanted no trouble. His wish was 
simple. He just wanted to burn some incense and recite the Taoist bible. At some leisure time 
he would make some chemicals (the so-called elixir of life) and live a few years more. 


If retaking the territory would go well then surely it would be good. What if it didn’t go 
well? What if they suffered defeat? Then it would mean trouble. It meant the loss of soldiers 
and generals. He had to read battle reports every day. He had to provide provisions. He had to 
conscript soldiers. He had to discuss strategies. If he didn’t die of work, he would die of 


vexation. 


Thus overall his enthusiasm lasted for three minutes. Starting from the fourth minute, all 
those who dared to hinder his private life would become his obstacles. 


Yan Song guessed it right. Soon after, Mr. Civility and Tranquility suddenly issued an 
imperial order. It was terse and to the point: 


“Now we must chase and capture the savages, do we really have history on our side? Even 
if provisions are sufficient, will that guarantee success? Just by the words of a single man, have 
we considered that people will suffer?” 


In general it said I want to send troops to reclaim the lost territories. But there are still 
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many issues. If history is not on our side and if provisions are insufficient, victories can’t be 
ensured. People will also suffer. 


Of course, that just was what said on paper. Its hidden meaning was much simpler: 
Who the hell are you, Zeng Xian, dare to bring trouble and discomfort to me? 


When Yan Song read the order, he immediately went home. The opportunity had arrived. 
But as on how to do it, he still had to discuss with his genius son. 


“It’s a great opportunity. Write to censure Xia Yan right away. Why are you still hesitating?” 
Yan Shi Fan seemed to be surprised. 


Yan Song didn’t have Xia Yan’s merciful guts. He hesitated because he didn’t know the 
next step. Could he simply censure Xia Yan to death? 


Yan Shi Fan told him although he didn’t know what to do, if they got the cooperation from 
the other man, Xia Yan’s death was a certainty! 


Then, he immediately went to see Lu Bing. 


To Lu Bing, it was an opportunity he could not have via another means. Ever since that 
incident, taking revenge had become the main theme of his life. 


The two elites of the world hit it off right away. They began to discuss about strategy. 


The discussion went like this: Yan Shi Fan said to Lu Bing, you rank higher than me and 


you are also the emperor’s confidante. You should go to confront Xia Yan. 


Lu Bing then looked at Yan Shi Fan in all seriousness. Then he told him: it’s better you go. 
I'll support you. 


Actually both were not stupid, having muddled along for years. Xia Yan’s image of a lone 
hero, who confronted Zhang Cong, was still stamped in the two men’s minds. The prattling 
and fearless scene would make one tremor. 


Anyway, for now both sides had come to a common understanding. Xia Yan was very 
vicious and no one could afford to challenge him. 


Despite their timidity, they still had to resolve the problem. After some hard study and 
research, the two geniuses finally found Xia Yan’s Achilles Heel. 


In comparison with Xia Yan, Zeng Xian was an ideal point for a break. If Zeng Xian was 
taken care of, they would be able to drag Xia Yan into it. 


But Zeng Xian was far at the border. He also conducted himself well and there were not 
flaws worthy of exploitation. Lu Bing mulled a moment and suddenly his eyes shined: 


“There is one man I can think of. If he is willing to join us, he’ll be able to help us resolve 
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the problem.” 
“There should be no delay, I’ll go and see him.” Yan Shi Fan felt fire was burning his eye 


brows. 
But Lu Bing smiled. “You won’t be able to see him because he’s still in prison.” 


The man Lu Bing mentioned was Qiu Luan. The fellow was not a small fish. He was the 
descendant of General Qiu Yue, who suppressed the rebellion by the Prince of Anhua during 
the era of Just Virtue. He inherited the title of the Marquis of Xianning and garrisoned Gansu. 


But the brother had to thank Zeng Xian for vouchsafing him to prison. When he was in 
Gansu, he and Zeng Xian didn’t get along. In addition, the man was of no good behavior and 
did some bad things there. In a rage Zeng Xian filed a report to their superior. Thus Qiu Luan 
was sent to prison, to undergo retraining. 


All the candidates had been identified and all the plans were in place. They just had to wait 
for the final strike. 


A chain of death 


Xia Yan once again opined before the emperor. What he said was the same as before. He 
wanted to ramp up military preparation and retake Hetao. And the emperor, just like before, 
didn’t express his opinion. Just when both sides were in a stalemate, Yan Song finally opened 
his mouth. 


“Retaking Hetao must not be done!” 


Then he at great length stated the reasons for his opposition. From military equipment to 
provisions, every word fell into the emperor’s heart. The lord emperor listened and repeatedly 
nodded his head. 


Xia Yan, who was at the side, didn’t notice that. Rage and shock carried him away. By now 
he understood why at the Cabinet meeting back then, why Yan Song, who violated his own 
bootlicking spirit, didn’t utter a word. 


“Tf you are against it, why didn’t you say it? Now you are incriminating me. What’s on 


your mind?” 


Enveloped by rage, Xia Yan decided to retaliate. In the past battles of words, he had been 
always the victor. This time he thought there would be no exception. 


But this time there was indeed an exception. His real opponent was not Yan Song, but the 
emperor, who sat at the highest seat. 


The emperor’s furor had reached a boiling point. The past scenes appeared before his eyes: 
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He refused to wear the Hat of Fragrant Leaves. He ridiculed Taoism. He was rude and 
arrogant. Together with Yan Song’s slanders and eunuch’s calumnies, all were already enough. 


Thus he shouted and stopped Xia Yan and gave him a bloodcurdling appraisal, “Coerce 
the emperor to threaten others”. 


Xia Yan shivered. He understood well what those words meant. 


Having lost the emperor’s confidence, Xia Yan was totally destroyed. In year twenty seven 
of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1548), he was once again forced to retire and leave the capital. 
Prior to that, Zeng Xian had been arrested and sent to prison. 


We have to admit the emperor treated Xia Yan well. He was allowed to retire as a minister 
and receive the equivalent retirement benefit. After all, they had been together for more than 


twenty years. So just go home and live a good life. 


Full of sorrowful rage and with a trace of consolation, Xia Yan embarked on the way home. 


Although his end was not good, at least he had had his glory and it had been a worthy life. 


But political virtuosos were like roaming swashbucklers. It would be hard for one to wash 
his hands clean and completely away from it. It must be known although being a 
swashbuckler was glorious. It would be more glorious to get rid of a swashbuckler. 


When political virtuosos were in a fight, they never fought with just three quick hacks. 
They were systematic. They would start with something unremarkable. Then they would 
launch one attack after another, until the last fatal blow. 


What Xia Yan didn’t know was just when he was dispiritedly packing up, a letter of 
complaint had been delivered to the emperor’s hands. 


The letter came from the prison. Its signee was Qiu Luan. The letter enumerated several of 
Zeng Xian’s crimes, including embezzlement of military pay, failure to report defeats, and 
faking victories without actual battles. Of course, these things were not written by Yokel Qiu. 


Its main scriveners were Yan Song and Yan Shi Fan. 


The evil acts enumerated in the letter were certainly not carried out by Zeng Xian. Actually 
many were Qiu Luan’s great deeds. But fabricating charges never required any excuses and 


reasons. Thus it seemed to be quite understandable. 


In the letter there were many vicious words. But among them, the most dreadful ones were 
this sentence that didn’t seem to be of any importance, caballing with emperor’s court official 
(Xia Yan). 

When this sentence appeared before the emperor's eyes, he immediately changed his mind: 


“Where is Xia Yan? Send an express rider and get him back!” 
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By now Xia Yan just got to Tongzhou. After all he had been in the Court for years and he 
was mentally prepared for it. When he heard the man was to bring him back, he didn’t panic. 
Rather, he sat straight up in his carriage and calmly asked: 


“What is the charge against me?” 


When those words were heard by his ears, Xia Yan’s spirit completely collapsed. He 
uttered just one sentence and then fell from the carriage. 

“Tm going to die!” 
He was absolutely correct. 


In Ming court, officials often made mistakes. Actually it wasn’t a big deal if one made 
mistakes. Life was long and as long as one was able to sustain, phoenix rising from ashes was 
not impossible. But there were also a few high voltage lines, which could not be touched. They 
were three hundred thousand volts and if one touched, it was an immediate death. 


A guardian prince coming to the capital without authorization was one and a border 
general caballing with a court official was another one. 

They all implied a hidden meaning, plotting revolt. Regardless if you were the King of 
Heaven or a bandit roaming the world, as soon as you dared to touch the supreme authority of 
the emperor, there would be only one word, death, without any wiggle room. 

Back to the capital, Xia Yan tried to dispute the charge to no avail. In October of year 
twenty seven of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1548), Zeng Xian and Xia Yan’s ending was 
eventually decided. 


Per laws, Zeng Xian was executed. His wife was sent to two thousand lis away into 
banishment. Honorable and incorruptible, he had no wealth left behind when he died. 


The only words left at his death were: “Devoted to the country.” 
Zeng Xian was dead and Qiu Luan got out of the prison. 


Xia Yan was executed and his remains were left on streets to warn the public. His wife was 
banished to Guangxi. His offsprings were demoted to commoners. 

Xia Yan got his start from obscurity and poverty. He was bold and generous, as well as 
talented. His skills at arguments and debates were unmatched by anyone. No one could 
subdue him. Although he was in the officialdom, his heart was with the country. His mind 
was on the people. But in the end he was murdered by Yan Song. 


With Xia Yan dead, Yan Song brought calamity to the world. 


Yan Song was the final victor. Starting from year seventeen of Civility and Tranquility, 
after a fight that lasted for over a decade, he finally triumphed over Xia Yan, by employing a 
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very mean and despicable method. 


Although political struggles were always mean, what Yan Song did was different from the 
prior ones. For his own interest, he murdered two innocent men. One was a diligent and loyal 
general and the other one was an unselfish, honest, and upright official who devoted himself 
to the country. 


All the two men wanted to do was to retake the territory that had been part of the Great 
Ming and save innumerable number of ordinary people who struggled amid the ravages of 
Mongolian cavalries. 


Yan Song won. He finally won. He became the first secretary of the Cabinet. From this day 
on, the Court was just like that. No one would ever rise up early to work and go home late. 
First Secretary Yan, conspiring with his son, would be able to openly and unabashedly graft. 
He understood very well no one could touch him and no one dared to touch him. 


Let it be so Hetao. Mongols rushed into people’s homes just like before. They killed, 
burned, raped, and looted. They did everything. They also knew very well from now on no 
one would want to stop them and no one dared to stop them. 


Of course, all these didn’t seem to be important to Yan Song and Yan Shi Fan. Tartan’s 
sabers wouldn’t fall on their heads. They also didn’t have to worry their wives would be taken 


away. Now they were celebrating their own victory. 


In the meantime, Xu Jie behaved completely unlike before. Xia Yan was framed, 
imprisoned, and then beheaded. His family was destroyed. The scenes of horror took place 
before his eyes. But he just calmly observed all these and ignored them. 


Prior to Xia Yan’s execution, even Yu Mao Jian, the minister of justice and had an average 
relationship with Xia Yan, couldn’t bear it no more and came out to defend Xia Yan with a few 
fair words. The result was the emperor punished him by confiscating his pay for a year. But 
Xu Jie remained reticent and quiet. 


Everyone despised Xu Jie for his behavior. Everyone knew in the past ten years, Xia Yan 
had disregarded their personal grudges, promoted, and trained Xu Jie, hoping he would 
become a pillar of the country. But at the critical moment, Xu Jie betrayed his munificent 
teacher by not uttering a word or writing anything. He was an ungrateful cullion. 


Xu Jie quietly accepted all those ridicules and disdains. Every day he continued to go to 
work at the Ministry of Personnel as usual. He continued to deal with those officials as usual. 
He continued bantering as usual. The death of that man seemed to have nothing to do with 
him. 


Time is a sharp tool of removing the traces from the past. As time passed, Xia Yan and 
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Zeng Xian disappeared from people’s minds. Their injustices, grievances, orphaned children, 


and widowed wives and mothers had all been slowly forgotten. 
But one man never forgot it, never. 


In countless number of nights, Xu Jie had been sleepless. But when morning came, he 


appeared like nothing had happened. 


If it were twenty years ago and if he was still that young and brave academician, the 
situation could be completely different. The plot would roughly like this, he would be 
outraged, fervent, and impassionate; he would be so outraged that he wrote to the emperor; 
then everyone was exhilarated; the treacherous official were in power and the emperor would 
decree to reprimand him; he would be sent to military service or beheaded (as to the last 


option, one had to count on his luck). 


Twenty years had gone by. After being through innumerable number of torments, he 
mastered the true meaning of the Philosophy of the Mind. The hotheaded youth had already 
disappeared. He finally understood the world was real. To adapt to this word and survive, he 
had to adopt a fitting way. 

He also wanted to be like others by completely getting himself excited and write memorials 
to excoriate the treacherous man Yan Song and to defend Xia Yan. But he knew even better if 
he did, he wouldn’t get any result. 

Yan Song was far more formidable than Zhang Cong. He served three emperors and had 
been in the officialdom for over forty years. He was cunning and astute. In addition, by his 
side, besides Lu Bing, who controlled the Guards in Brocade, there was also Yan Shi Fan, who 
was a rare genius. 

They had formed a dreadful chain of powers, which would strangle anyone who dared to 
oppose them. 


But he had nothing. 


To defeat such enemies, it was almost impossible. Everyone knew the relationship he had 
with Xia Yan. Xia Yan was already dead and Yan Song would surely not ignore a man who 
was so close to him. Now he had lost his only barrier. He was without protection and he was 


without help. 
I'll face all of my enemies alone. I have just myself. 
“Even if you are in a dire situation, you stay on, never give up easily!” 


Yes, I have always remembered these words. I must endure. I must endure misery and 
torment. I must live and be strong. As long as I am alive, I still have the hope for victory. 
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But there are certain things that one will never forget. That inflexible and solemn old man, 
that upright man, who had an acrid mouth but a mellow heart, that man who disregarded past 
grudges and devoted himself to the country. Then you, Yan Song, you shamelessly murdered 
this man, just for your own power and interest. 


If it’s not avenged, I won’t call myself a man! 
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The other three 


In Yan Shi Fan’s eyes, there were only three elites in the world. But reality showed 
although the fellow was a smart man, he was not one good at counting. He only got half of the 
counting right. 


Yang Bo, Lu Bing, and Yan Shi Fan were indeed the different sorts among the general 
population. They were extraordinarily clever and astute. They were truly rare talents in the 
world. But Lord Heaven really liked crowd. Just as when Yan Shi Fan thought the world was 
all in his hands, Heaven put three other men on the stage, three even more formidable men. 


According to Mr. Yan Shi Fan’s reasoning to continue the numbering, the number four 
position should belong to Xu Jie. After countless number of tests, he had acquired the strength 
to game for power. But Yan Shi Fan didn’t know that. In his eyes, the little deputy minister 
was just an insignificant figure. 


Xu Jie was still hiding. When the opportunity came, he would unveil himself and deliver a 
big surprise to Yan Shi Fan. 

The fifth man was Gao Gong. 

If Yan Shi Fan simply underestimated Xu Jie, then probably he never heard the name Gao 
Gong. 

He couldn’t be blamed, because Gao Gong was simply too obscure. 

Gao Gong was born in year seven of Just Virtue (AD 1512) in Xinzheng of Henan. In year 
seven of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1528) he was number one in Henan’s county exam. In 
year twenty of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1541) he passed the exam and became a 
distinguished scholar. He was assigned to the Imperial Academy. 

When Yan Shi Fan was presenting his view of the world, Mr. Gao Gong’s position was just 
an editor at the Imperial Academy. He was just a little copier. Such a small figure surely would 
be hard to be noticed by Genius Yan’s clairvoyant eyes. 
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But he would in the end become a man who shook the world. 


Per the rules of TV series, the most important figure always is the last one to appear. This 


time there was no exception. And the first one who discovered the rare talent was Xu Jie. 


After Xia Yan’s downfall (he was not executed yet), Xu Jie’s situation was very bad. Those 
who previously respected him saw he had lost his support and turned away from him at the 
speed of turning the pages of a book. 


Besides his colleague’s shoving and scorn, Xu Jie was also in a foul situation at the Ministry 
of Personnel. The new minister Wen Yuan disliked Xu Jie and always picked on him. 


Having run afoul of his boss and no way to stay on his job, Xu Jie had to find a different 
venue. Thankfully he had a good relationship with the big boss (he was good at green verses), 
Lord Emperor brandished his brush and found a new job for him: 


“You can go to the Imperial Academy!” 
That decision changed the fortunes of many. 


At the end of year twenty six of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1548), Xu Jie came to the 
academy and became the executive academician. 


His first mission was to inculcate the plebeians meritorious who came in just last year. 


Plebeians meritorious were elites of Ming. Only those who were in tier one (three men) and 
the first one in tier two were qualified to join the proud column. Training the plebeians 
meritorious was pretty much like training job candidates. Once they graduated, the students 


would enter the Imperial Academy and became regular academicians. 


Of course Fate would decide what happens after that. If after from years to decades of 
desperate fights and intrigues and you still haven’t been beheaded, banished, demoted, and 
your skin gets thicker and heart gets darker, you will very probably enter the Cabinet and 
become the real ruler of the empire. 


Usually the executive academician of the academy would not bother to pay attention to the 
plebeians meritorious. At most he would simply meet them at the start of the school and 
deliver a brief speech, in which he would encourage them to study hard and excel, and then he 
would lift his butt and leave. 


But Xu Jie maintained his habit. Although the new men had no background and were from 
obscurity, he still found time to talk to each one individually. Of course his purpose wasn’t just 
simply to encourage them to study hard. Who knew that among them there would be couple 
of first or second grade behemoth? It would be better to establish a relationship. 


It was among the series of talks that he met the man who would be at his side for the latter 


154 


Book of Zhu Hou Zong 


half of his life, strive without respite, and forever left his name in history. 


Although a plebeian meritorious was already an elite among the elites, this man still left a 
deep impression in Xu Jie’s mind. His demeanor, wisdom, and unmatched brilliance never 
ceased to astonish Xu Jie. 


“What's your name?” 

“Zhang Ju Zheng.” 

Zhang Ju Zheng, I’m going to remember this name. 

Xu Jie finished his talks with satisfaction. There would be still many years ahead in the 
future and he had plenty of time to further observe the young man carefully. 

Zhang Ju Zheng was the sixth man. For the time being he didn’t have the opportunity to 
get on the stage to take part in the contest. 


In this tempestuous age, the six elites would intertwine themselves into a dead knot and 
use their intelligence and will to vie for the highest reward, the power. Losers would become 
sacrifices of the dead knot and strangled mercilessly. Only the most talented, the shrewdest, 
the most cunning, and the most steadfast man would be able to end the cruel game and untie 
that dead knot. 


And the final victor would become the ruler of the world of Ming. 


On the other hand, at least for the moment, the latter two couldn’t be counted on. Comrade 
Gao Gong was still working as a copier and student Zhang Ju Zheng was still studying hard in 


his training class. 
Xu Jie still had to rely on himself. 


Yan Song was a man who always maintained a high alert. He knew very well the 
relationship between Xu Jie and Xia Yan. He was not totally off guard against the man. But the 
question was if Deputy Minister Xu was a serious enough threat to him. It didn’t seem to be. 
At most he was a deputy minister. He didn’t have a chance to get close to the emperor. So he 
wouldn't be able to stir up a big wave. 


While being on guard, he didn’t take Xu Jie seriously. 


Yan Song’s assessment was very accurate. Presently Xu Jie was truly a little guy. Even if 
you handed him a knife, he wouldn’t know at where he could hack. 


But the world was always changing. In year twenty nine of Civility and Tranquility (AD 
1550), Xu Jie had his first opportunity. 


Ironically, the opportunity was kindly presented by Mr. Qiu Luan, who was in Yan Song’s 


camp. 
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By all means, Mongols had been the old nemesis of Ming. They had been at each other back 
and forth for two hundred years. Both sides were so energetic and hardship and labor never 
came into their minds. After a shower both would rise again at each other the next morning. 


Time passed and events changed. The past Wala was no longer in play. The one that 
replaced it was Tartar. Then after Little Prince, there emerged Altan, another excellent leader 
in the tribe, who was good at killing and pillaging. 


On this fellow’s stories we don’t need to say more. We only need to know he was a man 
very good at killing, looting, and inflicting damages. 


In June of year twenty nine of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1550), perhaps the fellow felt 
the want for his home, he took nearly ten thousand cavalrymen and launched an attack on 
Ming. His target was Datong. 


The Ming forces weren’t able to resist and were routed. During a chaotic battle, Garrison 
Commander Zhang Da died in the fight. Datong issued an urgent request to the Court. The 
commander is dead and a snake won’t do without its head, so please send another one here. 


The garrison commander of Datong was a high ranking position, at the same rank as the 
commander of all the frontier forces. At peace time, it would have been his ancestor’s blessing 
if he was able to fill this position. But if one went there at this moment, he had to say the tombs 


of his ancestors were in the wrong places. 


The Mongols were just outside of the city. Even if the enemy was repelled, he wouldn’t 
have achieved much. But if he lost Datong, a key garrison, then death was certain. Not only 
that, knives and swords didn’t have eyes and they didn’t know your rank. If you died for the 
country on the job as the garrison commander, blaming Luck was your only recourse. 


That was what referred to in the folklores as the unwarranted incrimination. No one 
wanted it. But just as everyone was shirking it, Yan Song came forward. He happily told 
everyone he had a suitable candidate, who would be able to repel the enemy. 


The man he mentioned was Qiu Luan. 


To be honest, on this matter, Yan Song was also a big sucker. He thought Qiu Luan was the 
descendant of a famed general. Even if he was not as good as Zeng Xian, he at least had some 
skills. Thus he recommended Qiu Luan and hoped the man would be able to make new 
accomplishments. 

But Mr. Qiu Luan was a rare kind, although he had been a military general for years, he 
knew nothing about military matters. Upon learning Yan Song had recommended him, he felt 
like he had been struck by lightening. But given where the matter was, he had to do it. 
Pumping up his courage, he went to Datong. 
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General Qiu seemed to be very lucky. As soon as he got there, he learned Altan had 
finished his looting and withdrew. The ecstatic Qiu Luan’s spirit rose, he reported to the 
Ministry of War at once. He lamented he didn’t have a chance to fight Altan and win glory for 
the country and he very much regretted it. 

Don’t worry, Mr. Qiu, there would be always another chance. 

In July, Altan came back. 

Actually Altan shouldn’t be the one to blame. His tribe had neither handicraft nor light 


industry. Except looting, he had no other choice. 


This time Qiu Luan felt something swirling in his head. If he suffered a defeat, he could 
keep neither his position nor his head. But he also knew very well he would be dreaming if he 
applied his meager skills against Altan. 


But Qiu Luan was truly an exceptional man. He managed to come up with a solution. Not 
only would he be able to repel Altan, but also without using force. 


Mr. Qiu was a man who understood the laws of value. He keenly recognized that Altan 
came with the sole purpose for looting. If he was given some money and let him return with 
satisfaction, everything would be resolved. 


Thus in a dark night, he secretly sent out an envoy and sent a lot of money to Altan, hoping 


he would take the money, leave, and not hinder his prospect at his position. 


It must be said Brother Altan was a decent man. He took the money and acted. He at once 
made it clear that Garrison Commander Qiu should be assured that he would withdraw 
immediately. 


Qiu Luan was satisfied. He didn’t have to risk his life and he also dispatched the God of 
Plague. There could have been no better result. 


Garrison Commander Qiu thought he was smart, but he overlooked a key point. Alton said 
he would withdraw, he didn’t say he was withdrawing to home. 


Soon after, the deputy commander of Datong reported Alton withdrew. Qiu Luan was very 
pleased. But just when he was about to celebrate suddenly something appeared in his mind. 
So he added a question: 


“Alton withdrew, where did he go?” 
“Jizhou.” His subordinate replied. 
When he heard it, he almost fainted: 
“Very bad!” 
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Jizhou was the door of Beijing. 


When Altan felled Jizhou, broke through the wall and arrived at Changping (present day 
Changping District of the City of Beijing), he was surprised to find that his ironclad cavalry 
was unopposed. Food, property, and the population were laid bare in front of him and waited 
for his looting. 


Of course he wouldn’t be modest. After pillaging Changping, he went to Miyun and 
Huairou. He circled Beijing and looted as he went and paraded around Beijing in earnest. 


Having finished killing and looted enough, Altan paused. He stayed in Tongzhou and 
peeped at the majestic capital. He keenly sensed that behind the weakness demonstrated by 


the Great Ming, there seemed to be something hidden that was not revealed to him. 


Actually the matter was not as complicated as Altan thought. The reason was very simple, 


there were no troops. 


It sounded comical, at the time Beijing was indeed an empty skeleton. Over a hundred 
years ago in the Battle of Beijing, following Yu Qian’s proposal, the three great brigades of the 
capital that had lost their fighting power were reorganized into twelve battalions and the 
number of troops was reduced to one hundred forty thousand. 


By no means was that a small number. But not until when Ding Ru Kui, the minister of war, 
tallied the number to prepare to fight, was he surprised to discover that the so-called army of 
several thousand numbered only just over fifty thousand! 


More troublesome was many men were old enough to be qualified for nursing homes and 
were there holding a pike simply to fill up the ranks. 


Actually Ding Ru Kui wasn’t surprised. It was absolutely a normal phenomenon. It was the 
alleged number one trick used in grafting in military, profit on vacancies (receive salaries by 


reporting extra men). 


Lord Ding knew the unwritten rules and also didn’t want to launch an anti-corruption 
campaign. But the problem was the enemy was at the door and he had to find a way to send 
them back. 


It was certainly impossible for the emperor to send gifts to Altan so that he would attack 
Datong. Reluctantly, Mr. Civility and Tranquility had to issue an order for a general 
mobilization. Troops from the surrounding regions were ordered to come to help. 


The first one arrived was no other than Qiu Luan, the garrison commander of Datong. 


He rushed here in desperation. He had to be desperate. He had to know the lord emperor 
was so embarrassedly stuffed in the city all because of his doing. If he didn’t come back in time, 


158 


Book of Zhu Hou Zong 


he couldn’t be assured when Brother Altan was negotiating with the emperor and during the 
bargaining, he could suddenly utter these words: back when Commander Qiu was negotiating 
with me, the price was ... 


With cold sweat coming down from his head, Qiu Luan came to Beijing with twenty 
thousand cavalrymen. The emperor was moved by his earnestness. Not only did he have no 
suspicion, he also told him in full confidence: 


“The defense of the capital will be on you.” That meant everything was over. Being so 
much sorrowful, Qiu Luan was about to jump into the city moat. Then he was dragged back 
by his subordinates. Datong has been so mortified, how can Beijing be different? 

He pondered and ran out of ideas. Then he found the old trick, negotiation. 

Once again he secretly sent someone out and contacted Altan. Once the man explained 
everything, even the battle tested Mr. Altan was greatly surprised. Having just finished the 


negotiation in Datong, Commander Qiu came back to Beijing. He ran even faster than him. His 
speed was just amazing. 


Qiu Luan presented his condition, as long as he wouldn’t attack the city, everything could 
be negotiated. 


Altan didn’t prevaricate. He would consider not attacking the city as long as he was 
allowed to pay annual tributes. 


Although Qiu Luan had decided he would be willing to sacrifice everything, that demand 
was something that he couldn’t accept. 


Paying annual tributes was simply a more dignified expression to allow him to violate the 
sovereignty and do whatever he wanted to do. If this condition was accepted, Altan would be 


able to send his envoys to the Ming territories to make various demands in harsh terms. 


It was an issue about the image of the state. In other words, even if it was affordable, it 


would be disgraceful. 
Qiu Luan didn’t dare to make promises. He had to immediately report to the emperor. 


Even the Supreme Lord Laotse wouldn’t be able to resolve the Mongolian problem. Thus 
Taoist Master Civility and Tranquility put on his yellow gown and summoned his cabinet for a 


conference. 


Present were Cabinet Grand Academicians Yan Song, Li Ben, and Zhang Zhi, as well as Xu 


Jie, who at the time was the minister of rites. 


Even the lord emperor panicked. He held the letter from Altan about paying tributes and 
sought ideas from his officials. 
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Li Ben said nothing, so did Zhang Zhi. In the Cabinet even if they said anything their 
words wouldn’t count. 


The usually garrulous and assertive Yan Song suddenly became mum. He stood there 
motionlessly and made no sound. 


But one wasn’t paid by the lord emperor for nothing. The emperor asked Yan Song directly: 
“What do we do now?” 


Mr. Yan Song wasn’t capable of commanding troops, nor was he able to govern the country. 
He majored in bootlicking and harming others. But Mr. Altan wanted real stuff and wouldn’t 
take that. So he surely had no idea. 


But he still managed to present his “solution”: 


“These are just a bunch of hungry thieves. Once they finished looting, they’ll go away. The 
emperor doesn’t need to worry.” 


This was a very shameless reply. 


In Mr. Yan Song’s system of reasoning, ensuring his position and enjoying his wealth was 
the most important thing. As to the people outside of the city, if they were looted or killed, 
they had to be looted or killed. Those had nothing to do with him. 


Xu Jie was outraged. Putting aside their personal differences, he couldn’t believe these 
were the words uttered by the first secretary of the Court. Although it wasn’t his turn, he 
could no longer restrain himself: 


“The enemy has come to the wall. They are killing and pillaging and doing all the evil 
things. How can you say they are just a bunch of hungry thieves?” 


Yan Song was stunned, turned his head, and looked at the unremarkable minister of rites. 


He finally recognized for a long time he had underestimated this man’s power. 

Seating in the throne, the emperor suddenly stood up. He looked at Xu Jie and nodded his 
head in agreement. Then he changed his face and coldly stared at the timorous coward Yan 
Song: 

“Where is Altan’s letter?” 

Yan Song hurriedly took out the letter and was about to give to the emperor. 

The emperor waved his hand. He didn’t want to study the document. He only asked: 

“What are you going to do?” 

Under the scrutinizing eyes of the emperor, Yan Song restored his calm replied: 


“This should be handled by the Ministry of Rites.” 
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What was referred to as a matter for the Ministry of Rites was Xu Jie’s matter. To someone 
who was not in the know it was simply some words of evading from responsibility. But 
actually these were sinister and lethal words. Regardless what Xu Jie’s reply was, he would 
bring trouble to himself. 

The bottom line was the issue about Altan’s tribute was a diplomatic issue. Although it was 
a bit ungentlemanly, it was still reasonable for Yan Song to push it to the Ministry of Rites. If 
Xu Jie evaded, the emperor certainly would not forgive him. 

But if Xu Jie accepted it, then calamity would befall on him. The issue of paying tributes 
was also an embarrassing political issue. The emperor didn’t want to accept it. But because of 
the situation, he had to discuss it with the officials. If one dared to take all the responsibilities 
now, once Altan left and accounts were to be settled, he would not be able to escape from 
death. 

Yan Song knew what the emperor was thinking and he was quietly waiting for Xu Jie to 
enter a trap. 


Xu Jie was startled and then without hesitation made his reply: 
“This is a matter of me, the Ministry of Rites’ responsibility. I am willing to take on it!” 
But before Yan Song was able to show his smile, Xu Jie uttered the next half of his words: 


“But paying tributes is a matter of the state. Everything should be decided by the emperor. 
The Ministry of Rites will faithfully execute the order!” 


For the first time Yan Song was nervous. The minister of rites before him was an opponent 


even more cunning than Xia Yan. 
The emperor wasn’t thinking what’s on Yan Song’s mind. He only wanted a solution: 
“Do you have any idea?” 
Xu Jie finally got his opportunity. He began to talk eloquently: 


“In my view, now the enemy is at the wall. The current defense allows us to neither fight 
nor defend.” 


“Then what?” 


“The only thing we can do now is delaying until reinforcements come. Then we can 
concentrate our forces and attack Altan.” 


The emperor was pleased and nodded his head. But he also posed a practical question, 
how to delay. 


Xu Jie smiled and picked up that letter from Altan that was thought to be embarrassing. He 
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confidently told the nervous and worried emperor the solution was in the letter. 


Diplomacy is about handling the affairs between two states. But there is another plain 


explanation, in the most polite manner to utter the filthiest words. 


If the latter explanation was used as the standard, then Xu Jie was an exceptionally able 
diplomat. He astutely discovered a problem in Altan’s letter. It was written only in Chinese, 
not in Mongolian. 


By convention, diplomatic letters were written in two languages. But that was just a form 
and no one seriously followed it. 


But this time the Great Ming decided to seriously follow the protocol. Thus Altan’s envoy 
was informed he had to bring the letter back and add content in Mongolian. 


When he heard the envoy’s words, Altan was confused. Although he was an adept man at 
fighting, he was too far off in playing politics. The fellow pondered and couldn’t figure out 
why having only Chinese was the problem. Isn’t it enough that you understand it? 


Having mulled over and over, Altan worried he would be thought as uneducated and 
didn’t understand diplomatic protocols and would be ridiculed, so he actually got some 
people to write the document. But before he was able to complete the document, his new 
neighbors had arrived. 


The troops from North Zhili arrived just in time. Outside of the city Ming troops numbered 
over eighty thousand. Altan also finally understood he had again been had. 


Having lost the drive, the Mongol troops were about to retreat. They had looted and killed 
enough and they would go back with their bags full. 


But inside the city the emperor was not a fool. Although he didn’t understand military 
strategy, he was an exceptionally smart man. The change in situation didn’t escape his eyes. 
Thus he summoned Ding Ru Kui, the minister of war and ordered him to prepare a 
counterattack against the Tartars. 

Ding Ru Kui took the order. But before he started the attack, he had to pay Yan Song a visit. 

In many books Yan Song has been described as an extremely vicious man. He is more 
cunning than the bandits in the mountains. He is more cruel than homicidal maniacs. He is 
corrupt. He kills and pillages. He spits on streets. And he is a womanizer. He is the scum 


among the scums. 


But if we analyze history records objectively, we can see the fellow was actually a very 
timorous man. His lifelong guiding principle was to shirk if he could as long as he would 
retain his position and power. People’s lives and the empire’s wellbeing had nothing to do 
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with him, nor did he want to mind them. 


In today’s legal terms, his behavior can be described as “dereliction of duty”. Another way 
to say it is that he sat on a toilet without shitting or loafing on the job. Yan Song was this sort 
of man. He wanted no trouble and wanted no work. He cared only about his own interest. We 
have to say he was indeed a timorous man. 


But the timorous Yan Song was still the scum among scums. 


It was exactly because he turned deaf ears on everything and thought only about himself 
and ignored the public that caused the slackness of the government. Officials occupied 
sinecures and enemies’ killings and pillages were unchecked. The emperor is practicing 
Taoism, if you, the first secretary, don’t care, then who cares? 


But Mr. Yan Song didn’t want to care didn’t mean he wouldn’t care. For matters that 


touched his interest, he would absolutely not sit still. 


Ding Ru Kui understood that. He knew without Lord Yan’s approval, if he acted, then Xia 
Yan was an example. 


He told Yan Song the emperor’s order and posed his own question: what to do now? 
Yan Song thought for a moment and uttered a reply that he had never thought of: 
“Don’t attack.” 


Looking at the befuddled minister of war, Yan Song provided the explanation for his 
answer, which was an exceptionally shameless one: 


“If we attack, we may lose. If we lose at the border, we may still be able to feign and 
declare victory. But now we are under the feet of the emperor. If we lose, the emperor will 
know. Then it’ll be hard to handle. Just let Altan do his looting. Soon he’ll go back and we 
don’t have to bear any responsibility.” 


That was the governing philosophy of the first secretary of the Cabinet of the Great Empire 
of Ming. He was truly a scoundrel. 


But Ding Ru Kui after all had been in the government for years and was not one easy to get 
fooled. He understood very well the emperor’s order was to attack. If he followed what Lord 
Yan said, then if the emperor looked into it, he would be executed. 


But Yan Song thumped his chest and assured him: 
“Don’t worry. Iam here and nothing will happen!” 
Ding Ru Kui went home and slept soundly. He trusted Boss Yan wouldn’t hoodwink him. 


In reality Mr. Yan Song’s assurance was indeed worthless. It could be sold as waste paper, 
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fifty cents an ounce. 


In the next few days, Altan’s army outside of the city looted without impunity. They also 
began packing. They took what they could take and burned what they couldn’t take. The 
troops in the city not only didn’t go out to get the Mongols to ask them to pay, they didn’t 
even dare to go out to collect tips. They simply watched them leaving without being harassed. 

Altan eventually left and the emperor finally got angry. The Mongols left nonchalantly just 
as they came nonchalantly. They didn’t take away a thread of cloud but they took away 
properties, food, and innumerable number of the people of Great Ming. 

He urgently summoned Ding Ru Kui and harshly asked: 

“Why didn’t you attack?” 

Ding Ru Kui was silent, which was his only choice. Given where he was now even if he 
played Yan Song, he would still probably not able to avoid being charged. And he would lose 
all of his hopes. Thus regardless of his situation he had to count on Boss Yan. 

Unable to get an answer, the emperor was livid. He ordered the minister of war be sent to 
prison. 

First Secretary Yan seemed to keep his words. In prison Ding Ru Kui kept receiving 
instructions from Yan Song, telling him to not worry about doing his time and stay put, and 
then there would be a solution. 


Minister Ding was able to sustain himself, until he was sent to the execution ground. 


When the shining knife flashed in front of the face of the Lord Minister, Ding Ru Kui 


understood he had been sold and he was counting the money from the proceed. 
Given where he was, he could only sigh to the sky: 
“Yan Song, you scoundrel, you hoodwinked me!” 


But after his upbraiding, in the end he recognized his crime. The land was desolated and 
people died. Despite Yan Song being the mastermind, he was still an accomplice. 

Thus he posed his last question to the men around him: 

“Where is Associate Minister Wang?” 

Associate Minister Wang was Wang Shang Xue, the associate minister at the Department of 
Staff Officers of the Ministry of War. As we have mentioned previously, the Department of 
Staff Officers was much like today’s headquarters of general staff. Per Ming laws, if a defeat 
was found to be caused by mistakes in strategies and planning, the head of the Department of 
Staff Officers would bear the same responsibility as his boss (it was the poorest and busiest 
department and it had to bear all the blames, thus no one wanted the job). 
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We have to say Ding Ru Kui behaved like a gentleman. In prison he repeatedly said he did 
it by himself and it had nothing to do with the Department of Staff Officers. 


When he learned that Wang Shang Xue was able to escape from death and had been sent to 
military service, he finally exhaled and left these final words: 


“Associate Minister Wang had repeatedly urged me to attack. But I was betrayed by Yan 
Song and didn’t listen to him. It’s all my fault!” 


The incident that took place in year twenty nine of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1550) 
ended in the sighs of Ding Ru Kui. In this catastrophe the Great Ming suffered a bitter defeat. 
The capital was surrounded for a week and the suburbs were trashed. Altan looted and 


pillaged in front of the eyes of Ming and no one was able to stop him. 


Properties were lost and dignity was also lost. The rare humiliation since the founding of 


the empire later was referred to as the “Geng Shu Incident” and is forever recorded in history. 
But amid peals of lamentations, certain things were quietly changing. 


There was no doubt Xu Jie was the victor. At the dangerous and difficult time, he stepped 
forward and took the heavy responsibility, which deeply impressed the emperor. He who had 
been a man who attracted no attention finally came to the center of the colorful and dazzling 


stage. 


But accompanying opportunity, danger also came. That despicable loser and coward had 
seen the threat from the new political star. From now on he would exert all of his energy to 
strangle the man who was potentially a threat to him in his cradle. 


Although on state affairs he was a coward, if his own personal interest was affected, he 
would be even more brave than Mr. Zhao Zi Long". 


Xu Jie, keep moving forward. The further you go, the crueler you will feel in this game. 
What are waiting for you ahead will be more cunning enemies and more sinister traps. 

Of course besides subtle changes in the political situation, the Great Ming Dynasty was not 
completely devoid of gains. 

After Ding Ru Kui’s death, Wang Bang Rui, the deputy minister of personnel, was 
temporarily put in charge of the Ministry of War. He began to work on cleaning up the mess. 

In the process of sorting out the nation’s defense, he accidentally discovered that a book 


titled Strategies against Altan was widely circulated among the troops. In the book there were 
various strategies and tactics on how to handle Altan. It was insightful and conformed to 


'* Geng Shu is the Chinese name of year 1550. 
'S A.k.a. Zhao Yun, a famous general in the Three Kingdoms era. 


165 


Hidden Elites 


military strategies. 
Wang Bang Rui immediately summoned his subordinates: 
“Who is the author of this book and what's his position?” 


He was told the man was a hereditary general. He came to the capital to take part in the 
exams for military distinguished scholars. Because of Altan’s attack, he entered the impromptu 
fight and at the time was the chief staff officer in charge of delivering orders. After the war, he 
had been transferred to Jimen. 


Wang Bang Rui was very impressed. After repeatedly perusing the book and gathered 
information about the man, he wrote these words in his personnel file at the Ministry of War: 


Qi Ji Guang, native of Dongmu of Shandong, is the hereditary adjunct officer to the 
garrison commander of Dengzhou. He is young, talented, and smart. He is ambitious and 
excels at riding and shooting. Appraisal: a man with leadership quality. 


A trap 


After the Incident of Geng Shu, Xu Jie’s life became easier day by day. Although he had not 
been admitted to the Cabinet, he enjoyed all the benefits of a cabinet member. He was 
appointed the grand tutor of the crown prince (secondary first grade). He was also frequently 
summoned to the West Garden to be with the emperor, drinking tea and bantering. He became 
the hottest man in the Court. 


Xu Jie seemed to have carried himself away. His changing circumstance produced a 
misconception in him. The emperor’s fondness of him and colleague’s fawning made him 
believe victory didn’t seem to be that far away. 


In fact the real opportunity and his ability weren’t quite there yet. 
The ensuing sudden strike would soon awake him from his sweet dream. 


A death triggered the incident. Earlier, the Virtuous Empress died. A death was just a 
death and after a funeral ceremony a burial would have finished it. But Mr. Civility and 
Tranquility seemed to be addicted to rites and rituals. He sent a message to the Ministry of 
Rites and demanded the empress be inducted to the royal Ancestral Temple. 


That was in violation of the etiquette. The principled Mr. Xu Jie replied with a memorial 
saying an empress couldn’t be admitted to the temple. She could only be place at the Hall of 
Ancestors. 


When Yan Song heard the news, he was thrilled. He knew Xu Jie was in trouble. 


Yan Song was right. Very quickly Xu Jie had to pay for being principled. The emperor was 
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infuriated. He immediately summoned Xu Jie and severely chastised him. 


If this occurred to Xia Yan, the next would be a scene of mutual vituperation. Mr. Xia had 
always been fearless. To maintain his principle, it was common for him to be in a fight with the 


emperor. 


Xu Jie was also, like Xia Yan, a principled man. But the familiar scene didn’t take place. Xu 
Jie just kept his head low and listened to the emperor’s unjustified vituperation. 


I still remember Xia Yan died this way. The scene of a head falling to the ground appeared 


in front of him. 
Before Yan Song’s covetous eyes, Xu Jie made his decision: 
“The emperor is absolutely right!” 


Just sacrificing one’s honor wasn’t enough. To become the one who smiled the last in this 
cruel game, one had to stray away from his principle, because the enemy in front of him was a 
man without principle. 


To vanquish an unprincipled man, the best way is to abandon all the principles. 


Bestow titles to your parents, induct your parents to the Ancestral Temple, even if you 
want to bestow titles on God, even if you put your wet nurse and servants in the Ancestral 
Temple, I’m not going to be bothered anymore. 


Before the opportunity arrives, this is the price I have to pay. 


Xu Jie recognized the oncoming danger in time. By agreeing with the emperor, he escaped 
from the calamity. But he didn’t foresee his unconscious action had brought him a big trouble. 
What made it worse was Yan Song exploited the opening. 


One day after that encounter, the emperor received Yan Song alone in the West Garden. 
The two men began chattering without a specific purpose. As the conversation progressed, Xu 
Jie became the subject. 

Surprisingly, when the discussion was on Xu Jie, Yan Song praised him lavishly. He 
repeatedly lauded him for his industriousness and devotion to work. He also praised him for 


being a good green verse writer. These words made the emperor nod his head. 


Of course, if you wish to count on Mr. Yan Song suffering an outburst of madness, you 
wouldn’t be realistic. What ensued was more fantastic: 


“Xu Jie was indeed a man without want of talents.” Yan Song sighed and added the most 


critical comment: 


“He just lacks some devotion a bit.” 
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That was what has been said as the ultimate savvy in slandering someone, praise and then 
slander, and combining praise and slander. 


The emperor withdrew his smile. He nodded his head solemnly. He agreed with Yan Song. 


There was a reason for that statement. In February of year thirty of Civility and Tranquility 
(AD 1551), Xu Jie had written to the emperor and asked him to designate the crown prince. 


That was not the only time he made the proposal. There were a few times prior to that but 
they were all disregarded by the emperor. To Xu Jie, the minister of rites, designating the 
crown prince was a must, as well as a necessity of etiquette. Of course it also had an 
implication: You practice alchemy and take elixirs every day. If some day you suddenly poison 


yourself and bite the dust, at least let us be prepared. 


But to the emperor, this request had another meaning, I’m not dead yet and you are 


already preparing to set up your own shop. 


Just like that, with just a few words, the shrewd Yan Song smashed the fine image that Xu 


Jie had projected into the emperor’s mind. Once again he fell into a trough. 


Thereafter, the emperor became more and more distant from Xu Jie, rarely summoned him 


to the West Garden, and no longer spoke about him in kind words. 


Although the emperor didn’t openly express his opinion, the astute Xu Jie still sensed the 


distance. Without having to try to find out, he knew it was Yan Song’s work. 


His colleagues had acute senses. Previously the rising Xu Jie was a phoenix. After going 
through the nirvana, he surely had morphed into a pheasant. One after another they left him. 
Once again, Xu Jie went back to the starting point, alone and helpless. 

The cruel reality taught Xu Jie a lesson. He finally understood although he won the 
emperor’s favor, in the heart of the emperor, his status was far away from Yan Song’s. And 
what he had to challenge was the Party of Yan, the number one political bloc in the Court. It 
had innumerable number of connections and enjoyed the support of Guards in Brocade. More 
importantly, before Yan Song, the expert politician in The Art of Thick and Black, he was still too 
far away in terms of skills. 

But it doesn’t matter. I still have time. I'll start anew. 

Xu Jie became even more reticent. He no longer discussed about court affairs casually. But 
the emperor didn’t seem to buy that. He was still very cold to him. But Xu Jie wasn’t worried. 
After carefully studying the situation, he finally discovered a path to victory. 

It was the dead Xia Yan, who paid with his life, showed the path to him. 


Bewitched by Yan Song, the emperor had become disgusted with Xu Jie. But he didn’t note 
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the people around him had changed their opinions on Xu Jie. They often praised Xu Jie’s talent 
and virtue. Over time, his view toward Xu Jie slowly changed. 


To a certain degree, Xia Yan died in the hands of those eunuchs, whom he despised. But Xu 
Jie was not to make the same mistake again. 


In addition, the reticent Xu Jie started to pay attention to writing green verses and devoted 
himself to literal works. The emperor, satisfied, finally changed his opinion and often asked 
him to come to chat. 


On the other hand, regardless before or behind him, as long as Yan Song’s name was 
mentioned, Xu Jie always praised him. He also frequently went to visit him to build up a 
connection. Although the sly fox still considered him an enemy, to a certain degree Xu Jie’s 


actions moved him. 


He is after all a little guy. I don’t have to work too hard on him. Yan Song still believed in 


his own judgement. 


After a round of big ups and downs, the situation in the Court became calm again. The two 


sides were momentarily in a truce. 


But behind the silence, Xu Jie was closely watching Yan Song’s every move. He monitored 
him coming to work, leaving work, socializing, and ganging together. He patiently studied all 
the actions of the old pro. While exploring a point of break, he was also continuously learning 
the strategies and tactics from his enemy. 


Day after day, Xu Jie observed and learned. Gradually he shortened the distance between 
him and his enemy. He had become an intelligent and unfathomable man. 


But staying patient and keeping quiet was just a tactic, not a goal. In the end at the last 
moment it had to burst. Although Xu Jie had made Yan Song let his guard down and gained 
the emperor’s trust, he knew very well the condition for victory was still not sufficient. He had 
to take the initiative to attack to obtain more resources and advantages. 


Now it’s the time for an attack. But I must not act rashly and alert the enemy, nor should I 
come to a final showdown with him. What is missing now is just a suitable target for the attack. 


After careful considerations, Xu Jie finally found the target. 


Two years later, Xu Jie broke the deadly silence. He pointed his spearhead to that suitable 


man, Qiu Luan. 
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Courage 


Momentum 
Qiu Luan’s life could be described in one word, irredeemable. 


The fellow possessed the title of marquis by inheritance. The title wasn’t earned easily. His 
ancestor Mr. Qiu Yue ran all over the places and fought everywhere. After suppressing the 
rebellion by the Prince of Anhua, he again went to the suburb of the capital to fight Liu Six and 
Liu Seven (peasants’ rebellion). Then at last not until he was posted to the boarder on guard 
duty and dosed himself with wind, was he able to bring home the long term food stamp. 


Qiu Luan inherited the title and wanted to do well. But he was just irredeemably not the 
material. On garrison in Gansu he was imprisoned for dereliction of duty. On garrison in 
Datong, he had to resort to negotiations. In Beijing, he still had to negotiate. 


That wasn’t just a matter of attitude. It was a matter of capability. Facts proved that Mr. 
Qiu was inherently an imbecilic good for nothing. 


Of course occasionally Qiu Luan wanted to show he was valiant. He had tried. For example, 
in year thirty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1552), he took his army out to the north. At a 
place called Cat Village, he ran into the enemy. Qiu Luan calmly entered the battle. Under his 
brilliant command, the battle ended with the Ming army suffering over two hundred dead and 


over two hundred twenty wounded. 


Afterwards, Qiu Luan proudly reported to the Court asking for reward. He thought his 


battle result was still significant, he killed five enemies. 
He had become so cheap that he was unmatched in the world. 


But the fellow was quite lucky. After the Incident of Geng Shu, he, who should have borne 
the responsibility, managed to escape punishment. In addition he was promoted to senior 


general and had the emperor’s confidence. 


Enjoying being in the spotlight, Qiu Luan became more and more arrogant. He didn’t even 
take Yan Song seriously. When he saw Yan Song, he shouted and enjoined him. Being so 
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ruefully disgusted, Yan Song could never expect the ungrateful beast would bite back at him. 
But the man was hot and couldn’t be touched at the moment. So he had to swallow the insult. 


Politics was like the stock market. After a sharp rise, there would be a sharp decline. When 
Qiu Luan was high at swaggering, Gao Gong was a teacher in the east palace, Zhang Ju Zheng 
was a janitor at his new work place, and the other four top aces were at the sideline playing 
minions. But Mr. Qiu, being so ignorant like an idiot, conducted himself with so much 


pomposity because he didn’t understand the first rule in the officialdom, keep steady. 


If one couldn’t keep himself steady, he would be in trouble. Misfortune would soon befall 


on Brother Qiu Luan. 


Although he had risen to the top of the officialdom, he couldn’t have an honorable 
retirement. He was a military man and despite having been praised and rewarded, he still had 
to go back to toil. But Brother Qiu was simply too fragile, he was always chased by Altan at the 
border. To resolve the problem once for all, he made a creative proposal, creating a horse trade. 


The proposal was a sufficient proof that Mr. Qiu Luan didn’t have the eyes of an eagle and 
the speed of a leopard, but he had the brain of a pig. 


The so-called horse trade meant Ming would deliver Altan with goods and Altan gave 
Ming horses in return. It seemed to be a fair trade, but in reality it was extortion. Because Qiu 
Luan had no real strength, Altan could just offer a few bad horses and make egregious 
demands. If the demands were not met, he would beat him. But even with his front teeth 
smashed, Mr. Qiu could only have them swallowed. 


Brother Altan never received any education and knew not how to write the word 
credibility, to his chagrin, despite Altan signed the agreement, he never abided by it. He took 
what Ming gave him and continued looting when he felt like it, never even resting on Sundays. 


The disorder at the border grew worse. More properties were lost and the situation was out 
of control. Qiu Luan suffered dizziness and headaches and fell gravely ill. But this fellow still 
had a clear mind. Jiang Ying Kui, the deputy minister of war, was ordered to take charge of the 
senior general’s seal. Being at near death, he still dragged his feet and refused to hand over the 


command. 


The delay could only be temporary. Soon after, he would have to hand over it together 
with his life. 


Very soon he received the emperor’s order. The entire order was terse and to the point, his 
command was taken away and he had to go back to the capital to face trial! 


According to his informants, the man who brought the charges against him was Xu Jie, 
who was promoted simultaneously with him and close to him. That surprised him even more. 
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Angered and exacerbated by his illness, he died and fled to underground to negotiate with 
the King of Hell. 


Actually Senior General Qiu didn’t know that in Xu Jie’s eyes, he was just a big fat piece of 
juicy meat. Minister Xu was always cordial to everyone, and particularly even more cordial to 
those against whom he deeply resented. And the courteous treatment received by Qiu Luan 
was only second to what was to be received by Lord Yan Song. 


Xu Jie wanted to get rid of Qiu Luan because this guy was just too detestable. He obviously 
was capable of nothing but he claimed false achievements and brought disaster to the country. 
In addition, he was one of the accomplices who persecuted Xia Yan. There was no question 
about it. 


More importantly, by bringing down Qiu Luan, he would be able to acquire more political 
capital. Not only could he win the emperor’s confidence, he could also increase his prestige, 
corralling more officials and strengthening his political force. 


Having made up his mind, Xu Jie chose the right moment. Qiu Luan’s dereliction of duty 
in Gansu, his Datong negotiation, and his secret Beijing conspiracies were all exposed. It was a 
total revenge. 


The emperor was extremely upset. He immediately issued the order to recall Qiu Luan to 


explain himself and his command was also turned over. 


Yan Song also had his eyes on Qiu Luan. Upon learning Qiu Luan was on his way down, 


he immediately got together with Lu Bing and set to have Qiu Luan finished for good. 


Lu Bing deserved being the number one Guard in Brocade. He was super-efficient at his 
work. Aided by the hard digging by the special agents of Guards in Brocade, all the evil 
doings done by Mr. Qiu Luan were dug out, which included treason, corruption, molesting 
women, and all sorts of other things. 


Confident about his victory, Yan Song had an audience with the emperor and reported in 
all the details about Qiu Luan’s crimes to him. The emperor lost his temper and issued his 
order immediately: 


Excavate Qiu Luan’s body (by now he was dead), cut off his head, and parade it along the 
border! 


Seeing the emperor was in a murderous rage, Yan Song decided to add fuel to the fire and 
use the emperor to get rid of the trouble that worried him the most: 


“As far as I know, Xu Jie has been very close to Qiu Luan. Your Majesty should pay 


attention.” 
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But Yan Song was surprised to see when the emperor heard these words, anger suddenly 
disappeared from his face, on which a mysterious look appeared. 

He took out that secret report, smiled, and handed it over to Yan Song: 

“Take a look.” 

Yan Song opened the document and saw the eye-catching signature, Xu Jie. 

Yan Song, the grand academician of the Imperial Library, the head of the Cabinet, and the 


master tutor finally felt frightened. A chill ran through him and in shivering he returned the 
document and left under the ridiculing smile of the emperor. 


By now he understood the reticent man and obscure deputy minister of personnel and the 
man who had always been reverent and respectful of him was not a political parvenu, nor was 
he a speculator. 


He is an ambitious man who vies for power. He is a schemer and intriguer no worse than 
me. 

What he is scheming to seize is not just a position as a minister or a cabinet academician, 
but my own position, the first secretary of the Cabinet. 

I have to destroy him before he replaces me. 

Later events showed that Yan Song correctly evaluated Xu Jie’s ability. But he was wrong 
on his purpose. What Brother Xu wanted was absolutely not just his position. 

Yan Song got back to home and told his intention to the genius Yan Shi Fan. But 
surprisingly, the single-eyed son told him to not to openly confront Xu Jie. 

“Why?” 

“His power has grown and he can’t be touched.” 

Yan Shi Fan’s talent didn’t betray his reputation. The assertion was very accurate. By now 
Xu Jie was no longer like before. His full title now was: minister of rites, grand academician of 


the East Hall, associate grand tutor to the crown prince (secondary first grade), and the second 
secretary of the Cabinet. 


He was the number two man under the emperor and the hero who brought down Qiu 
Luan. He was the emperor’s confidant (in recent time). If anyone was not afraid of death, he 
could try. 


It was tough but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be handled. Yan Shi Fan analyzed the 


situation and came up with a strategy, containment. 


After all Yan Song was still the first secretary, who enjoyed not only the emperor’s 
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confidence and also had many cohorts and agents. He just had to keep a close watch on Xu Jie 
to restrain his activities. He didn’t have to mobilize a great force. Once the tide passed, the new 
political aristocrat would be completely destroyed. 


The strategy fully illustrated Mr. Yan Shi Fan’s level of ability in political strife. In fact the 
scheme of using a soft knife to kill was very effective. The fast rising Xu Jie neither had 
adversary nor was there anyone openly confronting him. But in the dark there were 


innumerable number of eyes monitoring his every move. 


What frustrated him more was that at work, regardless what kind of proposals he made, 
they were always rejected without any explanation. But he was powerless to do anything 
about those. 


In Ming cabinets, although the first secretary and the second secretary were both members 
of the Cabinet, only the words of the first secretary counted. If they had a tough cabinet head, 
the other members of the Cabinet would only be able to serve teas. Seniority would crush you. 


With back and forth like that, Xu Jie was restrained and stifled. But Yan Song wasn’t able to 
completely annihilate him either. The political situation was once again in a stalemate. 


Bystanders 


When Xu Jie was engaged with Yan Song in a fight of his life, the remainder five top aces 
acted very differently. 


Xu Jie’s biggest enemy was Yan Shi Fan. It must be pointed out that in year thirty one of 
Civility and Tranquility (AD 1552), old Mr. Yan was already over seventy. Although he was 
still healthy and showed no signs of Alzheimer’s disease, in terms of intellectual struggles, he 
was no match against Xu Jie. All of his elaborate plans and sinister tactics were originated 
from Yan Shi Fan. Without his cyclopean son, perhaps he would have long ago perished. 


The man who was the most laid back was Yang Bo. He had temporarily left politics by 
being transferred to be the left deputy minister of war and completely focused his attention on 
military matters. But the fellow had a man whom he detested the most in his life, Qiu Luan, 
against whom he had collected materials and impeached Mr. Qiu with over thirty articles of 
charges (more than Lu Bing’s). By virtue of association, he never had a favorite opinion of Yan 
Song and his men. 


Although emotionally he was biased toward Xu Jie, that was just about it. Mr. Yang Bo was 
an old hand in officialdom. He knew he lacked the strength and he didn’t want to openly 
confront Yan Song. But regardless he supported Xu Jie (only in spirit). 


The angriest man was Zhang Ju Zheng. After graduating from being a meritorious plebeian, 
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he was assigned to the Imperial Academy to work as an editor. Having witnessed the 
dilapidation of the government, Altan’s ravage, and all those horrors, by standard definition, 
the academician of twenty-some had become an angry youth. 


As Xu Jie’s student, he had written his teacher many times. He hoped Xu Jie would step up 
to resist the Party of Yan, who brought calamities to the country and the people. But he never 
received explicit answers. He didn’t understand Xu Jie, nor did he understand himself. At the 


moment, he was an obscure little guy and the anger of a little guy was totally useless. 


Comparing to Zhang Ju Zheng, Gao Gong was far smarter. He just turned forty. Although 
on the surface he was reticent, underneath he was skilled at intrigues. He was very shrewd 
and knew clearly the political situation and the trend. Among the six men, he was the only one 
really in the middle. 


He didn’t throw himself to Yan Song, who had the advantage, nor did he note Xu Jie, who 
was patiently waiting. It was tempestuous outside but he remained stoic. In the complex 
situation, he had found the magic wand that would lead him to victory. 


In year thirty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1552), the well-educated Gao Gong left 
the Imperial Academy and became the tutor of the Prince of Yu. He worked very hard and 
devoted himself to teaching the prince. He was always around and was deeply trusted by the 
prince. 


No one would rise early for no profit. There was a very simple reason for Gao Gong 
working so hard. Three years earlier (year twenty eight of Civility and Tranquility), the 
emperor’s crown prince died. He had only two son’s remaining, the Prince of Yu and the 
Prince of Jing. 

Both were born in year sixteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1537). But the Prince of Yu 
was born one month earlier than the Prince of Jing. 


Surprisingly to many, among the six, the most distressed man was actually Lu Bing. 


In the eyes of many, Lu Bing was Yan Song’s henchman and heeded the orders of the Party 
of Yan. But reality was not so. 

In fact Lu Bing’s influence far exceeded an ordinary man’s imagination. The man was 
thorough in his thoughts, clever, and able. He was also very good at making friends in the 
Court. He enjoyed a wide support. 

More importantly, the head of special agents who controlled Guards in Brocade also had 
an extremely secret task. 

We must point out that for over twenty years, Mr. Civility and Tranquility stayed in a 


small dark room doing his alchemy. He didn’t go to work in court but from as big as court 
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affairs to little things like an official taking a concubine or visiting brothels. Thanks to Lu Bing, 
he knew everything. 


Under the leadership of this brother of his, resting in the day and working in the night, 
Guards in Brocade collected information through the grapevine. In the residences of the key 
court officials, including Yan Song and Xu Jie, he planted informants of Guards in Brocade. 


Whenever Yan Song asked Lu Bing for help, he had to be very polite. Once a while, he had 
to send Lu Bing some gifts, lest he would run afoul of the great special agent. If someday the 
man felt the urge to stuff a robe of dragons'* and some weapons, he would be in big trouble. 


Being deeply trusted by the emperor and controlling the privacies of the officials, Lu Bing 


was powerful and dominating, but he was not a wicked man. 


Born into an influential family, Lu Bing received rigorous education since very young. He 
knew good and evil, loyalty and treachery, right and wrong. Soon after he entered the 
officialdom, based on the most primitive standard, he arrived at a conclusion, that Yan Song 
was the bad guy and Xia Yan was the good guy. 


But he had to face the cruel reality. In front of power and interest, he changed his initial 
stance. He colluded with Yan Song, which resulted in Xia Yan’s death. 


On this matter, Yan Song was certainly at peace and proud. But Lu Bing was ashamed of it 


and avoided mentioning it. 


Both Yan Song and Lu Bing were experts on pecuniary matters but their practices were 
vastly different. Yan Song exploited both the rich and the poor and was at ease on young and 
old. But Lu Bing only targeted at the big guys who enriched themselves at the expense of the 
poor. He never harassed poor people and he often used his own money to support those 
honest officials. When the emperor got angry and wanted to punish someone, he would come 
forward to lobby on behalf of him. He would not add insult to injury to someone. 


We have to say Lu Bing was basically a man of conscience. But conscience was just too 
cheap in front of the cruel political struggles and practical interests. 


As the party of Yan grew stronger and the country’s calamities became worse, Lu Bing’s 
stance wavered. But as a man who benefited from his vested interests, he still maintained the 
partnership with the party of Yan, until the incident of Shen Lian. 


Shen Lian was a Guard in Brocade. He became a distinguished scholar in year seventeen of 
Civility and Tranquility. He was a local county magistrate for a few years. After some twists 


and turns he joined Guards in Brocade working under Lu Bing. 


'° Tn imperial China, pictures and other depictions of dragons could only be used by the emperor. 
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Among the men in Guards in Brocade, Shen Lian was a very strange man. He was upright, 
unyielding, and fostered a deep resentment against injustice. He was a spy but he was even 
more outspoken than a censor. He often wrote to weigh in on current affairs. By conventional 
wisdom, a man of his personality would be hard to survive in a spy agency. But even more 
strangely, the top boss Lu Bing was rather very fond of him, appreciated his character, and 
was convinced he was a capable man. Not only was he not hindered, on the contrary, he was 
protected. 


Shen Lian at the time was a document keeper at Guards in Brocade, a rather low level 
position. His appearance was also nothing special. If he was thrown into a swarm of people he 
wouldn’t be found. But reality proved Lu Bing’s eyes were not mistaken. Shen Lian was 


indeed an uncommon man. 
During the Incident of Geng Shu, he propelled himself to the forefront for the first time. 


Altan surrounded the city and asked to pay tributes. The so-called letter requesting to pay 
tributes was in essence the same as a letter demanding ransom, in arrogant and rude 


languages. 


But when the emperor issued his decree asking his officials to discuss the matter, only 
Zhao Zhen Ji (a disciple of Wang’s), the assistant dean of Imperial Academy came forward and 
expressed his opposition. Before the opinion of the Cabinet was sent down, all the other old 


cunning foxes chose to remain silent. 
It was amid the silence that Shen Lian stood up and openly supported Zhao Zhen Ji. 


Shen Lian’s appearance surprised everyone. Xia Bang Mo, the minister of personnel, who 
desperately wanted to remain quiet previously, now suddenly jumped out and asked in a 
sardonic tone: 


“Would Your Grace let us know your position?” 
The meaning was very clear: Who the little fart are you? This is not a place for your voice! 
Shen Lian calmly and confidently retorted in a loud voice: 


“T am Shen Lian, the secondary seventh grade document keeper of Guards in Brocade. 


Your Lordships are not talking, thus Your Humbled little official is talking!” 
Grand, sublime, upright, and honorable, his voice shook the universe. 


The second grade minister was so ashamed that he could not face the secondary seventh 


grade document keeper. He withdrew in disgrace. 


By being straight and outspoken, Shen Lian subdued everyone present and earned Lu 


Bing’s respect too. Thereafter Lu Bing arranged to have Shen Lian as his personal attendant, 
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who accompanied him everywhere. 


Lu Bing did that to show his high regard to, as well as protect, his subordinate, who was 
outspoken, in order to prevent him from getting in trouble. 


But he wouldn’t expect the arrangement caused an even bigger trouble, because the place 
they frequented was Yan Song’s home. 


Shen Lian was forthright and unyielding. He would stamp his feet on little evil and 
treacherous men. He couldn’t tolerate having sand in his eyes, not to mention Yan Song, who 
was a big evil and treacherous large granite rock. Thus every time he went to dine at the home 
of Yan Song, a big corrupt official, he always felt “displeased”. In present day’s jargon, he was 
not happy. Not only was he solemn and stern, he also managed to have a few fights with Yan 
Shi Fan. But after all he was Lu Bing’s man and the Yan father and son didn’t dare to touch 
him. 

But the matter was intensified. After witnessing the humiliation of the Incident of Geng 
Shu and the disasters befallen to the people, who lost their lives and properties, Shen Lian 
could no longer restrain himself. Once, after getting drunk, he angrily wrote down that famous 
memorial, in which he enumerated Yan Song’s ten crimes. Rage erupted from the bottom of 
his heart: 


“Grand Academician Yan Song is so sicken with greed that he is incurable. His meanness 
and vileness are more stubborn than iron and stone!” 
With that, even gods wouldn’t be able to protect him anymore. 


Shen Lian’s ending once again confirmed Yan Song’s great influence over the emperor. As 
soon as the document was submitted, the imperial order came back: Shen Lian, a Guard in 
Brocade, is to be caned and banished to outside of Juyongguan. 


Upon hearing the news, Lu Bing was very worried but he could do nothing but send Shen 
Lian off. 


He looked at his subordinate who was about to be sent to the frontier, Lu Bing sighed for a 
long time: 

“Why do you have to do this?” 

But Shen Lian, wounded by caning and had nothing left with him, still raised his head: 
1” 


“Remove evil and treachery, this is Heaven’s will 


Looking at Shen Lian’s receding thin but firm figure, Lu Bing uttered his last sigh: “I’m not 


as good as Shen Lian!” 


In front of Shen Lian, the courageous secondary seventh grade document keeper of Guards 
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in Brocade, Lu Bing, the secondary first grade, associate grand tutor to the crown prince, and 
left grand marshal, was a weak man. 


Six years later, under Yan Shi Fan’s instigation, Shen Lian was killed in Xuanfu. Shen Gun 
and Shen Bao, both his two sons, were also imprisoned and beaten to death. His whole family 


was exterminated. 


To the giant Party of Yan, this incident was just a small ripple. Shen Lian’s futile effort 
changed nothing. 


But the futile effort was a proof of an ordinary man’s undaunted courage. Shen Lian, an 
ordinary name, was forever engraved in history books and can never be erased. 


He didn’t have to change anything because his courage had demonstrated everything. 


The brave Shen Lian died and the timorous Lu Bing was still alive. His vested interests still 
weighed heavily on him. So he wouldn’t and didn’t dare to resist the formidable force. But he 
was still deeply touched. Unconsciously he had changed his position and took an important 
step toward another direction. 


The political situation in year thirty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1552) was just like 
that. Everyone knew Yan Song’s corruption and the Party of Yan inflicted calamities to the 
country. But everyone also knew Yan Song was sly and cunning and the Party of Yan was 
powerful and influential. Opposing it meant certain destruction and joining it meant certain 
prosperity. 

Shen Lian got his name written in history because he was the only one. After all, most 
people were slaves of their own interests. The Party of Yan got more and more members and it 
became more and more influential. And the forbearing Xu Jie still forbore. 

To Yan Song, year thirty one of Civility and Tranquility was a good year. The Emperor His 
Lordship had his mind all set on practicing Taoism and devolved all the affairs of the state to 
him. Officials were obedient. Those few recalcitrant ones had all been eliminated. Shen Lian 
was sent away, Qiu Luan had been brought down, and Xu Jie, his only opponent, had been 
subdued and couldn’t mount any resistance. 


No one dares to confront me anymore. This was Yan Song’s proudest moment. 


But he was wrong. He didn’t have to wait long to face the fiercest attack since the start of 
his political career. And this attack was the first death knell on the road of his demise. 


It was almost the same as the previous Shen Lian, the initiator of this attack was also a little 
guy. But in Ming history, the little guy had a frightful title. 
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Ming’s first tough guy 
Year twenty sixe of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1547) was a very unusual year. It was 
unusual because of the general exam in that year. 


In the list of those who passed the exam, there were such names: Zhang Ju Zheng, Li Chun 
Fang, Yin Shi Zhan, and Wang Shi Zhen. 


We don’t have to say more about Zhang Ju Zheng. Li Chun Fang and Yin Shi Zhan were 
both key members of the Cabinet later and men of a generation. Mr. Wang Shi Zhen is worthy 
of special mentioning. He was the leader of the Latter Seven of Ming. He dominated Ming’s 
literary world for over twenty years and was unmatched. It’s more fascinating that it was said 
he was so bored that he wrote a book. And the title of the book is The Golden Lotus. 


Of course Mr. Wang Shi Zhen was just one of the suspected authors of the book. But this 
man was so famous and so influential that it would be equivalent to earth shattering. Time has 
dulled it. If it was a few hundred years later, Mr. Wang would be a super star’’. 


When the newly anointed scholars lined themselves up in a perfect column and in big 
strides marched out of the Gate of Great Ming with honor and smile on their faces, the four 
fellows occupied the most prominent positions in the front. 


They walked at the head of the column because they deserved it. Li Chun Fang was the top 
scholar overall of the class. Zhang Ju Zheng and Yin Shi Zhan were both at the top of the 
second tier and a plebian meritorious. Wang Shi Zhen was not to be outdone. His father Wang 
Shu was the right censor general of Censorial Council, a second grader. In the eyes of the 
contemporaries, these men were destined to accomplish great things and have their names 
written in history. 


But at the rear of the column, there also walked a reticent man. Comparing to the four 
ahead, the man was not even worthy of mentioning. He was from a poor family and had no 
backing. His test result was also average. He was also not a plebian meritorious. Usually the 
fate of such sort of a man was to be sent out to be a county magistrate. Or he would get a 
position in one of the six ministries. He would work hard toward his seniority until his 


retirement. 


History likes playing jokes. The man who was ignored by everyone would in the end 
become truly a great man. After Li Chun Fang, Yin Shi Zhan, and Wang Shi Zhen, those who 
dominated the scenes at the moment, were buried in the yellow sand of history and forgotten 


by many, almost every history textbook would note down his name. His glory could only be 


'’ The Chinese text doesn’t make much sense and seems to be contrary to what the author means to say. I think the author has 
made a mistake here. The translation is contrary to the text but better reflects the author’s intention. 
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matched by that of Zhang Ju Zheng’s. 


Yang Ji Sheng, in even five hundred years later from now, his name will still be shining in 
history books. 


Yang Ji Sheng’s courtesy name was Zhong Fang. He was from Rongcheng of Hebei. He 
was born in year five of Just Virtue (AD 1510). His family was very poor. 


He was not only poor but also very unfortunate. At age seven his mother died. His father 
wouldn’t remain idle and got him a step mother. Even more unfortunate was the step mother 
was not an oil-conserving lamp. She lacked the spirit of love and didn’t take him as her son. 
Instead, he would do all the odd work. 


In this miserable childhood, Yang Ji Sheng grew. 


Child labor Yang Ji Sheng’s main job was herding cattle. He enjoyed no parental love and 
had no pocket money. If he made a mistake, he would be beaten. But Yang Ji Sheng couldn’t 
do anything. He had to live like that every day. 


Suddenly, one day while he was bringing the cattle home, he uttered these words to his 
family: 
“T want to read.” 


In Ming, when there was no Project Hope, these words were pretty much a joke to the 
people of Yang Ji Sheng’s family. 


There is no money. Even if there is, it won’t be your turn. 

Yang Ji Sheng’s elder brother gave him a sardonic reply: 

“How old are you? What sort of books do you want to read?” 

“Tf I can tend cattle, why can’t I read?” retorted an unbending voice. 


But being stubborn was no solution to the problem. Yang Ji Sheng still couldn’t go to school. 
But because of his persistence, his parents eventually allowed him to attend a private school as 
a visitor, with the precondition that he had to do a good job at his real work (herding cattle). 


Thus every day after work, Yang Ji Sheng would tie his ox in front of the school. Then he 
would stand outside of the window or hide in the corner, enduring the disdainful looks of 


those paid pupils, to listen in the class with full attention. 
To him, that was already a luxury. 


Six years later, Yang Ji Sheng’s enthusiasm finally moved his parents, who sent their 
thirteen year old son to the school. Here Yang Ji Sheng continued his hard study. He didn’t 
disappoint the hopes people placed on him. He became an outstanding talent and then a 
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recommended man. 


But Scholar Yang Ji Sheng was still a poor man. Although he didn’t have to pay taxes 
anymore, he wasn’t good at currying favors. He still lived in penury. To save money for the 
expenses in preparing the tests, he entered the Imperial College, which subsidized some of his 


expenses. 
Here, he met the amicable dean of Imperial College, Xu Jie. 


As usual, Xu Jie attentively inquired the situation of every student. Of course, just as usual, 


he didn’t remember most of them. 


Yang Ji Sheng was among those who were ignored. As an ordinary student of the Imperial 
College, he had neither aristocratic backing, nor the prospect as a plebeian meritorious. 


Naturally there was no reason for Xu Jie to remember him. 


But Xu Jie never expected that ten years later, it was this poor and obscure student of his 


that would sacrifice his own life to open that gate toward victory. 


In Ming, if one wanted to move up, one had to take tests. But it was really a tough obstacle 
to overcome. Aristocratic children couldn’t bear to suffer the toil so they had to find some 
other ways to succeed the hereditary positions of their fathers. It wouldn’t be very reliable if 
they had to wait for the death or retirement of their fathers. 


The Imperial College became the best choice, because students would be allowed to get 
positions directly. Although the quota was limited, that was still better than none. 


In the Imperial College teeming with aristocratic children, Yang Ji Sheng became a lone 
oddity. His classmates enjoyed luxury and spent without limit, but Yang Ji Sheng had to study 
every day, went to bed on time every day. He had no money and relied only on the pity 
assistance. 

But Yang Ji Sheng never felt abashed. He believed in his ability and he relied on no one. 

When the children of bureaucrats and nobles were fighting like hell for the few positions, 
Yang Ji Sheng passed the exam in year twenty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1547). He 
became a distinguished scholar. 

Yang Ji Sheng wasn’t so lucky. He was assigned to the Ministry of Personnel in Nanjing, an 
agency shunned by everyone, as a sixth grade manager. Then he was transferred to the 
Ministry of War as an assistant to the deputy minister. Comparing to his classmates, he had 
neither the bright prospects of those plebeians meritorious, nor the hidden perks associated 
with local officials. 


But Yang Ji Sheng had no complaints. He just silently worked hard at his job. 
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He was not bright. At least he was far off from Zhang Ju Zheng. Although he was 
industrious, assiduity could never compensate the lack of talent. He didn’t have a wider view 
on issues. He wasn’t good at socializing with his colleagues. He wasn’t good at partisanship. 
His was average at handling official affairs. 


He knew himself and his ability well and was content with himself. To him, who grew up 
in poverty, everything was already good enough. 


The world was sophisticated and officialdom was treacherous, but to Yang Ji Sheng, 
everything was very simple. A single credo guided him: serve the country and love the people. 


That had become the required mantra and a slogan for many new officials. Many shouted 


those words louder than him, but they failed to remember them. 


Yang Ji Sheng remembered them and also practiced them. As a child from a poor family, he 


was content and grateful. All he wanted was to do a few things for the people and the country. 


After the Incident of Geng Shu, when General Qiu wanted to create a Horse Trade to once 
again compromise and make a concession, Yang Ji Sheng stepped forward. He submitted an 
angry memorial and opposed the Horse Trade. 


Qiu Luan was much irritated and filed a slanderous report against him. He was sent to the 
Prison by Decree, demoted, and banished to Didao, a remote region. 


Didao was a desolate place and populated by minorities. The locals were averse of 
education. They enjoyed making troubles. Being an official here was tantamount to forced 
labor. 


But Yang Ji Sheng had no fear. He was a simple man, who in a simple way led a simple life. 


He ate plain meals and lived in a shanty house. He taught the locals to read. He mediated 
their disputes. He never collected a penny from them. Even the villagers of the savagery place 
were reformed. They called him Father Yang. 


Only those who sit high in the throne of a temple, those who live far and remote in the 
world, and those who still worry about the people, are qualified to govern. 


Soon after, Qiu Luan’s intrigue failed and he died. The emperor remembered Yang Ji 
Sheng’s earnest words and ordered to reinstate his previous position. He was first promoted to 
county magistrate. A month later he was promoted to manager at the Ministry of Revenue and 
Population in Nanjing. Three days later he was elevated to assistant to the deputy minister of 
justice. 


Riding a helicopter, Yang Ji Sheng’s rise didn’t end there. Very soon he returned to the 
capital. This time his place of work was the Department of Officer Recruiting at the Ministry of 
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War. 
The stingiest place at the Ministry of War was the Department of Staff Officers. The most 


lucrative place was no doubt the Department of Officer Recruiting. The promotion and 
demotion of officers were decided by just a stroke of the brush. The work was both easy and 
lucrative. It was a fertile place. 


Thanks all to Yan Song’s recommendation, Yang Ji Sheng, who had no significant backing, 
obtained this position. 


Yan Song recommended Yang Ji Sheng was surely not out of appreciation of his honesty 
and unselfishness. It was all because Qiu Luan was his enemy and Yang Ji Sheng had been 


against Qiu Luan before. In his mind, his enemy’s enemy was his friend. 


But Yan Song didn’t know in Yang Ji Sheng’s list of enemies, Qiu Luan ranked only 


number two. The first place had always been reserved for His Lordship. 


Yan Song thought he could take advantage of the animosity between Yang Ji Sheng and 
Qiu Luan and use promotions and self-interests to win the man over to under his wing for his 
use. But he was mistaken, because he didn’t know Yang Ji Sheng. 


This was a man who held no personal grudges against anyone. In his heart there was only 
the public outrage. Even if he, himself, suffered from punishment, as long as it would benefit 
the country, he would not complain at all. It was all about the public and not personal. 


Yan Song, who was all about personal and not public, certainly wasn’t able to understand 
such virtue. He was at home waiting for the new member to join his party. But he could never 
have thought it had opened the road for his demise. 


When Yan Song was very self-assured, Yang Ji Sheng had seen the truth in the matters. The 
culprit responsible for the dark court and destitute people was no other but Yan Song. The first 
secretary of the Cabinet, who should have devoted himself to work, was corrupt, took bribes, 
and ganged up to enrich themselves. If the good deeds he had carried out were to be 
documented, it would be really hard to find. In his heart, he had only himself and there was no 
place for the world. 


Yang Ji Sheng decided to impeach this man. 


In Ming, impeachment was as common as eating. For example, if you saw someone not to 
your liking, you could impeach him. If you held a grudge against someone, you could 
impeach him. You could impeach someone out of political necessity. If you were bored and 
had nothing else to do, you could impeach someone. The reasons for impeaching someone 
could also vary wildly. For example, one could be impeached for being uncouth, wearing the 
wrong clothes, or the belt tied the wrong way. One could also be impeached for being ugly. So 
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if there was anything one could think of, he could use it to impeach someone. 


In this environment, Ming officials became used to it. If an official worked to the level of a 
third grade deputy minister, in his file if there weren’t dozens of impeachments, it would be 
something highly unusual. 


You impeached me, I would impeach you. Happy lives had to be lived one day a time. 
After decades, a being who had not been impeached once was not a human, but a god. 


In an era when impeachment was like a routine daily ritual of eating and sleeping, Yang Ji 
Sheng, ordinary and insignificant, had his name preserved in history because of it. It was 
because he impeached in the most special way, impeachment with life. 


In many cases, impeachment was a political maneuver. It was used to achieve certain 
purpose. They all worked in the same court and it was not easy for anyone to have gone thus 
far in their careers. If one was impeached for corruption, then next time all he had to do was to 
corrupt a little less. If etiquette was the subject of impeachment, then one had to just pay more 
attention to his image. Even if one was impeached for being a little inferior in his look, at most 
he just had to do a plastic surgery. You did something to me and I did something to you, we 
both still respected each other. 


An impeachment with life was not just an ordinary document. It showed a certain attitude 
and resolve. The charges in the impeachment were crimes that would subject the charged to 
death. The man whom he impeached against was someone who could decide his life. The 
consequence of impeachment was one would die nine out of ten times. 


Say all one knows, tell all the truth, gamble with one’s life, and impeach by risking life, was 
impeachment with life. 

Impeachment with life meant one of them had to die. 

If it wasn’t a dispute like revenging on one’s father’s death or one’s wife being taking away, 
one surely wouldn’t employ such a strategy. Yan Song didn’t kill Yang Ji Sheng’s father, nor 
would he take away his wife. On the contrary, he promoted Yang Ji Sheng and hoped he 
would be able to recruit him. 


But Yang Ji Sheng refused the chance to advance and get rich. He already made up his 
mind. He would impeach Yan Song with life. 


He didn’t have a personal grudge against Yan Song. But he was still angry. He was 
outraged for Xia Yan. He was outraged for the state of the Court. He was outraged for the 


people who died under the sabers of Mongols. He was outraged for the country! 


He who was one that thought serving the country was his mission. 
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He was not unaware of the outcome of doing that. Shen Lian’s experience was right in 
front of him. It was not that no one dissuaded him. Tang Shun Zhi, who was well learned in 
the Philosophy of Wang and knew how to pick a fight, in time saw what was coming. As Yang 
Ji Sheng’s friend, he had written to dissuade him: 

“T hope you will be careful. This will be a historical accomplishment. Let events take their 
course.” 

As the direct disciples of the left wing of Wang’s Philosophy (Nie Bao and Xu Jie belonged 
to the right wing), Tang Shun Zhi clearly saw the political environment of the time. Thus he 
patiently and with all earnest tried to dissuade him. He hoped Yang Ji Sheng wouldn’t poke 
his head out and stay away from troubles. 


Yang Ji Sheng read the letter. He smiled but made no reply. 

In his life there was only one thing remaining. 

Prior to submitting his impeachment, Yang Ji Sheng fasted for three days. 

This would be the last time in his life he would be free. Forty two year old Yang Ji Sheng 
looked back at his past, from childhood poverty to youthful pursuit. He endured his step 
mother’s mistreatment. He endured Qiu Luan’s persecution. Now, he was the assistant to the 


deputy minister of war and the head of the Department of Officer Recruiting. His future 
would be bright and expectation would be great. 


But now he was going to abandon everything in order to accomplish the great deed that 
meant his certain death. 

That’s because the cattle herder Yang Ji Sheng, the pain suffering Yang Ji Sheng, and the 
Yang Ji Sheng who saw all the darkness of officialdom, was still the same Yang Ji Sheng. 

Being in darkness, Yang Ji Sheng was an immaculate man. Facing the stifling darkness, he 
was powerless to resist. All he could do was to make that last shout. 

Yang Ji Sheng was not smart but he was not foolish. He understood very well Tang Shun 
Zhi was right. 


Impeachment with life was really not a good strategy. But he had no better alternative. He 
had neither wealth nor power. He had neither the background as a plebeian meritorious nor 
the hope to enter the Cabinet. He lacked both Zhang Ju Zheng’s and Xu Jie’s smarts. In the end, 
he was only an ordinary man from a peasant family. 


All he had was his life. 


He was also familiar with the process after the impeachment. Yan Song’s false accusation, 


tortures by Guards in Brocade, prolonged imprisonment in the Prison by Decree, and if he was 
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lucky, there would also be the big knife of the executioner. In this terrifying environment, one 
could no longer count on coming out alive. One faced certain death without any hope of being 


alive. 
But he still decided to do it. 


He knew he would fail and he knew he would surely die, but he still proudly carried on 
with his mission. Usually there are many ways to describe this kind of behavior, for example, 
foolish, overconfident, suicidal, etc. In the eyes of westerners, this is the sort of unimaginable 
act that defies logic. 


But in China’s ancient philosophy, this kind of act has a very appropriate description: 
Do what is not doable. 


I firmly believe this is exactly the spirit of our great people. 


Ahead with no return 

Yang Ji Sheng no longer had anything worrying him. 

He took up the brush and poured out the anger in his heart on the paper: 

“Your Lone and Stubborn Humbled Servant Yang Ji Sheng, ask to be heard by Your 
2 


Majesty on Yan Song’s ten serious crimes 


Once Yang Ji Sheng sealed the memorial that would last forever in history and delivered it 
to the Cabinet, which forwarded it to the West Garden, he had accomplished a great change. 
After being through decades of pains and sufferings, the old peasant boy who herded cattle 
would eventually become an immortal hero. 


Soon after the emperor received the memorial, the well informed Yan Song learned the 
contents from the emperor’s aides. 


Facing the well-founded and severe charges made by the fifth grade little official, Yan Song 
was frightened. Although he was the first secretary of the Cabinet and favored by the emperor, 


he still feared the undaunted voice from the bottom below. 


Based on his many years of experience in the government, he quickly determined this man 
came to fight with his life. 


But while he was panicking, the cyclopean advisor Yan Shi Fan appeared again. After 
listening to the badly worded descriptions delivered in panic, he only calmly said these words: 


“Where is the memorial, let me see it.” 


After reading it carefully, a smile appeared on Yan Shi Fan’s face. He told his panicking 
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father not to worry and actually it was once in a life time opportunity. 


Almost at the same time when Yan Song learned the contents of the memorial, Xu Jie also 
learned it. One had to do that. In the information age of sixteenth century, if one wanted to 
keep his head and keep himself fed, he had to be on top of the latest happenings in the Court. 


Xu Jie was surprised by Yang Ji Sheng’s courage. He never thought his reticent student 
back then could be so strong and so brave that he would fight alone to challenge an enemy he 
could absolutely not defeat. 


He admired this man because this man did something that even he wasn’t brave enough to 
do. 


But very quickly he recognized a serious problem, danger was coming to him. 


It was because Yang Ji Sheng was his student. In that age, teacher student relationship 
implied political relationship. Although he had no prior knowledge of Yang Ji Sheng’s 
memorial, he couldn’t extricate himself from the connection. But the current situation was that 
the enemy was strong we were weak. It was not the time for a final show down. If the battle 
was started now against the Party of Yan, all prior efforts would be wasted. 


Xu Jie was restless. Not until he read through the entire memorial, was he able to exhale in 
relief. 


At the end of the memorial, Yang Ji Sheng also added these words: “Grand Academician 
Xu Jie has enjoyed Your Majesty’s special promotion. But on every matter of principle, he still 
dared not to uphold justice. I have to say he is also disappointing the country.” 


Regardless if he was genuinely confused or being falsely smart, these key words eventually 
saved Xu Jie and allowed him to maintain his strength. 


A political earthquake seemed to be inevitable. Yan Song panicked, Xu Jie was anxious, but 
Yang Ji Sheng was calm and stoic and waited to be punished. 


But unexpectedly, in this incident, the most worried man was not the three above, but 
rather another one, Gao Gong, who seemed had nothing to do with it. 


To both Yan Song and Xu Jie, Gao Gong treated them with respect. Thus this incident 
didn’t have much impact to Gao Gong. But as he was reading the copy of the memorial as an 
interested bystander and saw the fatal words, he felt he had been struck by a thunderbolt. He 
immediately took the copy and went to see Xu Jie. 


The words he saw were the same ones that Yan Shi Fan noticed. 


Looking at Gao Gong, who was ashen and breathless, Xu Jie was confused. But as he 


followed Gao Gong’s direction and carefully studied those words, he immediately recognized 
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the seriousness of the problem. 


The words that made Yan Shi Fan beaming with smile and thoroughly frightened Gao 
Gong were written as follow: I would request Your Majesty to listen to Your Humbled Servant, 
investigate the treacheries of Yan Song, or you might want to consult with the Princes of Yu 
and Jing. 

Xu Jie’s face turned ashen. He understood very clearly these were words that could be used 
by others. It could easily be interpreted as the Prince of Yu directed Yang Ji Sheng, feigning an 
attack against Yan Song, but was truly directed toward the emperor. If the Party of Yan took 


advantage of it, the consequence would be unimaginable. 


Gao Gong came to Xu Jie because he thought Yang Ji Sheng was Xu Jie’s student and his 
memorial was directed by Xu Jie, and it was to use it to have a showdown with the Party of 
Yan. 


If Xu Jie dared to have a showdown he must have a complete plan. But regardless what's in 
your Brother Xu’s plan, at least you should draw a line for me so that I can be prepared and 
not innocently get involved. 


But Xu Jie told him in earnest he didn’t know it and also had no idea about how to finish it. 


Gao Gong was stupefied. The Prince of Yu had never been on good terms with the Party of 
Yan. And the emperor would rather trust the Taoists around him than his son. Yan Shi Fan, 
with his IQ, would surely not miss the opportunity to finish all of them in one battle. 


Looking at the highly disturbed Gao Gong, Xu Jie was also deeply worried. At least so far 
they were still allies to a certain degree. Nothing good would come out of the Prince of Yu’s 


downfall. 
But given where the matter stood, what could they do? 


Everything hung on a single thread. Seeing Gao Gong was desperate, Xu Jie thought hard 


and finally came up with an idea: 
“Given where we are, we have to go to see that man. Let Heaven decide our fate.” 


Xu Jie and Gao Gong were after all political virtuosos. Now Yan Shi Fan indeed had his 
eyes set on the Prince of Yu. He was going to use one stone to kill two birds. Under his 
guidance, Yan Song redirected the troubles to the two princes. 


This topic touched the emperor’s nerve. He immediately had someone to the Prison by 
Decree (by now Yang Ji Sheng had been already put in prison) and asked Yang Ji Sheng: Why 
does this have anything to do with the two princes and why do you refer the two princes? 


Although Yang Ji Sheng was direct and unyielding, he was not foolish. He recognized the 
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great danger implied in the questions and thus he replied loudly: 
“Except the two princes, is there anyone else not afraid of Yan Song in the Court?!” 


Upon hearing this answer, the emperor exhaled a sigh of relief. But the crisis was far from 
over, because Mr. Yan Shi Fan had never been an idealist, also he never expected Yang Ji 
Sheng would with a rush of blood to his head voluntarily cooperate with him. In fact, his plan 
was just starting. 


Yan Shi Fan knew very well although in the Court the Party of Yan was big and powerful, 
to get rid of Yang Ji Sheng and implicate the Prince of Yu, he had to rely on the power of 
another man. On that man, he was confident. 


His plan was sound. But unfortunately his opponent was Xu Jie. 


It was said that in playing chess, those who are able to see three moves ahead are experts 
and those who can see beyond three moves are masters. In the special game of politics, Xu Jie 
was truly a grand master. Not only did he foresee Yan Shi Fan’s intention, he also predicted 
his target. 


Before Yan Shi Fan made his move, he acted first and met that key person, Lu Bing. 


Yang Ji Sheng’s life and the Prince of Yu's fate were in Lu Bing’s hands. This fellow was not 
only the head of the special agents he was also the warden of the Prison by Decree. It would be 
easy for him to play a little trick and to extract a false confession. And then he could send out a 
few guards in the deep night and frame the Prince of Yu. It was something very simple to do. 


Lu Bing was an ally of the Party of Yan. He had no reason to refuse Yan Shi Fan. But, 
wanted for the time being to give it a try, Xu Jie still came to see him. 


He trusted his own intuition that Lu Bing was still a man with conscience. More 
importantly, he had no other alternatives. 


In front of Lu Bing, an old pro, it would be tantamount to asking for humiliation if he 
feigned courtesy or brought up their friendship, Xu Jie came direct to the point: 

“Please don’t involve too many others in this matter and please be careful on what you do.” 
Lu Bing looked at Xu Jie but remained silent. 
He understood what Xu Jie meant but he didn’t want to, nor could, reveal his position. 
He already said what he said so Xu Jie made another request: 
“Brother, please take extra care of that man.” 


Upon hearing these words, Lu Bing finally opened his mouth: 


“The matter of this man has reached up to the emperor and there’s nothing I can do.” 
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He meant the matter has gone up to the emperor he wasn’t able to provide any cover. 
It was a true statement. Xu Jie could only sigh: 

“T just hope brother you can pay more attention.” 

Lu Bing nodded his head. It was not an outrageous request. 

Xu Jie left and then, Yan Shi Fan came. 


Of course the purpose of his visit was directly opposite of Xu Jie’s. He wanted to see Yang 
Ji Sheng dead and also have the Prince of Yu implicated. 


Lu Bing received him warmly and also frequently nodded his head as an indication of his 


consent. 
Yan Shi Fan left with satisfaction. But the matter didn’t develop as he expected. 


After that the Yan father and son waited every day at home for the good news. But as every 
day went by, there was nothing from Lu Bing. 


Yan Shi Fan didn’t go to visit Lu Bing again. As an old pro in the officialdom, he 


understood very well the meaning of the expression of this other side, it was a refusal. 


The image of Shen Lian’s departure was something that Lu Bing could never forget. At the 
critical moment, he made a critical choice. 


Although he lacked the courage to step forward, he still firmly held his remaining 


conscience. 


Outside it was stormy and people were engaged in life and death struggles. But the central 
figure of the incident, Yang Ji Sheng was unusually calm. He stayed in his prison cell stoically 
and waited for the oncoming tempest. 


Under Lu Bing’s direction, the prison guards didn’t harass Yang Ji Sheng. But Yan Song’s 
reach was not something Lu Bing could control. Very soon, Yang Ji Sheng had to pay for his 


courage. 
He was dragged out of his cell and received a punishment of clubbing by one hundred. 


Clubbing was done by beating the buttocks using big sticks. Usually, if it was done “with 
attention”, then sixty beatings were enough to beat someone to death. Even if one’s skins 


didn’t come off, it was still excruciatingly painful. 


A colleague couldn’t bear to see more of it. So he had some snake gallbladder fluids 
delivered to him and told him: this thing can alleviate the pain. 


But Yang Ji Sheng once again exhibited his fearlessness and courage: 


“I, Yang Shu Shan (Yang Ji Sheng’s moniker) have my own gallbladder. I don’t need this!” 
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Gutsy, truly gutsy. 


Yang Ji Sheng had no money to buy out the executioners and he also ran afoul the 


powerful and wealthy Yan Song. Conventional wisdom would say his death was a certainty. 


But surprisingly, having suffered clubbing by one hundred, he managed to remain alive, 
despite the torn skins and flesh. Besides that he was healthy, there were perhaps some extra 
factors, for the executioners were Guards in Brocade. 


But a beating of one hundred strikes was still solid clubbing of a hundred. Those sticks 
didn’t fall on cotton. Yang Ji Sheng had only half of his life remaining. What waited him was 
not an ambulance or an intensive care unit for senior officials but rather the damp and stinky 


prison cell. 


But it was in this horrifying and gruesome place that Yang Ji Sheng did something 


shocking and challenged the limit of human forbearance. 


Although he was a tough man he was not made of iron. The beating broke his leg and flesh 
had been beaten off of the bone. Blood mixed together with flesh. Yang Ji Sheng, who had 
become unconscious, was dragged back to his cell. No one bound up his wounds. In the dirty 
and cold air teeming with vermin, his wounds started to get infected. 


In that dark night, Yang Ji Sheng was awakened by the pain on his leg. Under the dim light, 
he saw his wounded leg and the smashed flesh. But he didn’t groan or shout. He simply called 
up a guard: 

“It’s too dark here. Please light a lamp for me.” 


It was a reasonable request. So the guard agreed. He lit a lamp and came close to Yang Ji 
Sheng’s cell. 


At the moment when the light poured to the dark corner, the guard saw a gruesome scene 
that would frighten him out of his wits and he would not forget for the rest of his life. 


Yang Ji Sheng sat there quietly. His head was lowered. In his hand he held a broken piece 
of a bowl. His full attention was on scraping the flesh from his leg, which was already infected 


and rotten. 


He had neither anesthesia and used no iron ring, nor did he have a white towel stuffed in 
his mouth. All he had was serenity on his face. He continuously scraped the rotten flesh. The 
ceramic piece was not sharp and the rotten flesh was not easy to cut. It was pain that was 
unbearable. But Yang Ji Sheng made no sound at all. 


In this dark night, the monotonous rasping sound echoed in the prison cell. In quietness it 
told the unparalleled bravery and toughness. 
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Under the dim light, Yang Ji Sheng alone performed the unprecedented and unrepeated 
(that’s for certain) surgery. Back then Lord Guan’ had the poison removed from the bone by 
scraping it (not known if it’s true or not). At least he had a doctor (Hua Tuo, a doctor of 
exceptional skills). A special surgery knife was used. He was surrounded by a bunch of people, 
and he played a board game to help distract himself. 


On the contrary, Mr. Yang Ji Sheng’s surgery was done on himself by himself. He had 
neither lighting nor spacious surgery room. He had only flies and mosquitos with him. He had 
no sanitized surgery knife. He had only the broken shards of a bowl. 

Yang Ji Sheng continued his work. The rotten flesh had mostly been removed and bones 
were exposed. He began to cut the membranes attached to the bone. 

The guard who held the light nearly collapsed. Having witnessed the horrible scene he 
wanted to flee but his legs were firmly riveted to the same place and he couldn’t move. 

He had seen innumerable number of prisoners who were beaten so badly that it was 
horrible to look. He had heard countless number of wretched and terrifying groans and bawls. 
But in this calm night, he held an oil lamp and faced the stoic man. Now he felt the terror and 
shock that went through his bone marrow. 

He began to tremor. The shadow of his light wavered as his hand shivered. 

A dull voice finally broke the deathlike silence: 

“Don’t move, I can’t see.” 

Twenty years ago, there was a sensational movie The First Blood, which also had a sequel 
later. In the movie Brother Rambo was exceptionally brave and fierce. He poured gunpowder 
on his wounds to sterilize his wounds. The people of the nation were shocked and everyone 
idolized him as a tough guy. 

But many didn’t know over four hundred years earlier, a man named Yang Ji Sheng was 
even more Rambo than Rambo. The biggest difference between the two is that Rambo is 
fictional and Yang Ji Sheng is real. 

With that Yang Ji Sheng kept himself alive and his name thundered in the world. Just like 
that, his name was preserved in history, thanks to his endurance, toughness, and 
righteousness. 


Yan Song understood Lu Bing couldn’t be relied on anymore. But the deep hatred and fear 


wouldn’t go away. Yang Ji Sheng must die! 


By now the case had been transferred to the Ministry of Justice. The deputy minister Wang 


'S Guan Yu of the Three Kingdoms era. 
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Xue Yi was a member of Yan’s Party. Yan Song instructed him to eliminate Yang Ji Sheng as 
soon as possible. Because there was no ground to kill someone for scolding, Lord Yan had to 
send the Buddha all the way up, so he made up the charge, faking the order of a prince. 


But the deputy minister’s report was rejected by minister He Ao. In addition, associate 
minister Shi Chao Bin also made it clear it would absolutely not be executed. 


Yan Song was enraged. He fired Shi Chao Bin and also messaged He Ao that if he didn’t 
listen to him, he would go together with Associate Minister Shi. 


He Ao yielded. The minister of justice thus submitted its opinion, execution. 


But Yan Song never expected the document that he had worked so hard could still not be 
carried out. And he could not do anything because the emperor rejected it. 


The emperor was no longer that dashing youth. He had been an emperor for over thirty 
years and had been through enough turmoil. He had brought down countless number of 
officials. He ate what he wanted to eat and enjoyed all the funs he wanted to enjoy. He had 
punished those who should be punished. Now his only wish was to live a few more years. 


Thus he devoted all of his attentions and energies to practicing Taoism. He devolved the 
state affairs to his officials. The smart emperor dared to give up some power because in the 
past twenty years, all the officials had been toys in his hands. No one was his match and no 
one knew exactly what was on his mind. 


Conventional wisdom says the smarter the boss, the more miserable the employees. Boss 
Civility and Tranquility was not easy to serve. Not only was he born smart, he was also 
cunning. If you say go east, he would rather go west. If you say eat, he would rather sleep. In 


summary, he didn’t want you to know his true thinking. 


But the situation had changed. After years of unrest, several of the top employees of the 
Company of Great Ming finally exceeded the boss in skills and became the true leaders. 


In the list of the super employees who were powerful enough to control the boss, there 
were Yan Song and Yan Shi Fan. Of course, there was also Xu Jie. Soon after that, two more 
formidable men would also be added to the list. What they controlled would be the country. 


The era of monkeying would end and the era of being monkeyed would begin. 


But at least on the matter about Yang Ji Sheng, the emperor still wasn’t being monkeyed. 
He understood clearly the secret in this case. After all, Yang Ji Sheng’s target was only limited 
to Yan Song, who wanted to use his knife to kill others. But he didn’t want to be manipulated 


by others. 


Thus Yang Ji Sheng’s case dragged on for three years. Not until an unexpected incident did 
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it come to a resolution. 


In year thirty four of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1555), Yang Ji Sheng still stuck to it 
tenaciously in the prison. But his colleagues outside could no longer bear it anymore. The man 
had been incarcerated for so long and suffered so much. But there was still no verdict. Are you 
censors deadbeats? 


Thus for a moment officials all wrote memorials demanding the release of Yang Ji Sheng. It 
was grand in scale and clamorous. 


Yan Song wasn’t able to sit still anymore. Now Yan Mao Qing, a key member of the Party 
of Yan made a suggestion to him: 


It’s troubling to have a tiger kept. 
Yan Song nodded his head. 


Just in time, Yan Song saw another memorial documenting the crimes of two other men, 
sent to him by his adopted son and another key member of the Party of Yan, Zhao Wen Hua. 
In the document, there were the names of two men. 


Yan Song thought for a moment and then took up the brush. After the two names, he 
added three more characters: Yang Ji Sheng. 


He knew well the men listed in this memorial were surely to die. Given the emperor would 
be very angry, he would not pay attention to the minor error. 


Yan Song fully utilized his smart and talent. It took him three years and employed all sorts 
of means. Finally he was able to send Yang Ji Sheng, his arch nemesis, to the road to the 
underworld. 


But he could never have thought when he put down the name of Yang Ji Sheng, he had 


made a most fatal mistake. The gate toward his demise was thus opened. 


In the days of forbearance, Xu Jie monitored Yan Song’s every move. But he didn’t act 
because he could not find a weak point against Yan Song. 


Having roamed for over forty years in the officialdom, Yan Song was a true elite. Although 
he was corrupt and took bribes, and ganged up and protected his personal interests, no one 
was able to find faults against him. He knew what sort of money could be taken and want 
couldn’t be taken, as well as who could be suppressed and who could be drawn to him. 


Over these years, he was under only one serious threat. But that merciful Mr. Xia Yan let 
him go. After that, he became more careful, cunning, and merciless. 


But he finally lapsed. Yang Ji Sheng’s impeachment with life triggered his rage and 
confused his thinking and judgement. Thus he made a wrong decision, to kill Yang Ji Sheng. 
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Yang Ji Sheng came to die. 


He refused Yan Song’s inveigle and friend’s urge. He knew he had no chance for a victory. 
But he still betted all he had and impeached Yan Song with charges that warranted death 
penalty. Because his purpose was clear: 


Ask nothing but death. 


Expressing his rage with his death, awaking others using his death, just like the sword 
smiths in the Spring and Autumn era, using his life, Yang Ji Sheng cast the sharp sword that 
would kill the treacherous and evil men. 


Facts showed the death of Yang Ji Sheng was really a trap and Yan Song jumped into it 
without hesitation. 


In September of year thirty four of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1555), just as Yan Song 
expected, the angry emperor approved the memorial: execution in autumn. 


After the news was out, a woman completed another memorial in her simple and crude 
house. 


The woman was Yang Ji Sheng’s wife. The wife of a great man was surely not an ordinary 
woman. In the memorial, the feeble woman proposed a condition for a fair trade. If the charge 
is serious and there is no possibility of reprieve, I would offer my head in place of my 
husband’s to submit to the punishment of the law. 


One life for another, it was fair. 
Yan Song read the memorial and then tossed it into the pile of documents. 


Yang Ji Sheng’s wife was not well educated and the document was dictated by her and 
written by Wang Shi Zhen, who, before the execution, came to the prison another time to bid 


farewell to his classmate and good friend. 

Wang Shi Zhen was a man of brotherhood. Previously he had come to visit him many 
times. He sent medicine to Yang Ji Sheng and helped him to live through all these years. 

But now, there was no hope. Thus in the prison Wang Shi Zhen and his friend met for the 
last time. 


The Yang Ji Sheng in front of him looked no more like a human. He enjoyed no parental 
loves. There was no one adoring him. He was very ordinary. Even in the column of those 
honored distinguished scholars, he was only an often ignored and quiet man. Glory and fame 
had never been associated with him. 


But now, he had only rags on him and wounds all over his body. There was also Death 


coming to him. 
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But Yang Ji Sheng only calmly made his last request: 

“T have to ask you to take care of everything after I’m gone.” 

Yang Ji Sheng had no money. His wife also had no money. To him, it was rather difficult to 
get a coffin so that he could be buried and forever in peace. 

Wang Shi Zhen nodded his head forcefully. That’s the only thing he could do. 

After everything had been taken care of, Yang Ji Sheng was about to walk to the last stage 
of his life, the execution ground. 

At the moment of last farewell, Wang Shi Zhen could no longer withhold himself and cried 
loudly: 

“Shu Shan, how come you end up like this!” 

But now Yang Ji Sheng smiled. He leaned against the wall and used his crippled leg to 
support his body: 

“Yuan Mei (Wang Shi Zhen’s courtesy name), don’t be so.” In the sombrous prison cell, 
pride radiated from his face: 

“T die for a cause and there’s nothing to fear!” 

On October 1* of year thirty four of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1555), Yang Ji Sheng 
bravely met his death. 

In this battle of great disparity in power, Yang Ji Sheng, who had nothing in his hands, 
fought to the last moment. All he relied on was his belief and courage. 

Before his execution, he wrote a poem: 


My noble spirit returns to empyrean, 
My heart shines in eternity to all. 

[f in this life I still owe my gratitude, 
I supplement with my devoted soul. 


One suffers through tribulations but remains staunchly un-wavered, we call this belief. 
One fears neither tyranny nor death, we call this courage. 


On this day, Yan Song was celebrating his victory at his residence. And the emperor was 
still continuing his career in Taoism at the West Garden. 

On this day, Yang Ji Sheng, by his own death, revealed Yan Song’s true identity to the 
people of the world. The once awe-striking and dominating Party of Yang began to embark on 
the road of demise, for there is an ancient saying, the people may not be offended. 

Also on this same day, Xu Jie, who had tried hard to save his friend but eventually failed, 
and in front of the bloody body of his student, learned the ultimate secrete in political 
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struggles: 


To deal with a ruffian, one has to act like a ruffian. 
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A Unique Talent in the Southeast 


Yan Song was certain the two men mentioned in the memorial were to die because he was 
the dark hand behind the scene that persecuted them. 


The two men were Zhang Jing, the governer general of Fujian and Zhejiang, and Li Tian 
Chong, the imperial inspector of Zhejiang. 


Thanks to a man who got bored and went on a boring junket, the two senior and powerful 
local officials lost their heads, 


In November of year thirty two of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1553), ministry level official 
Zhang Jing, the right censor general of Censorial Council and the right deputy minister of war, 
was appointed the governer general and sent to Zhejiang. He was put in charge of a special 


mission, resist the Japanese. 


Soon after, Li Tian Chong, the right assistant censor general, came to Zhejiang under an 
imperial decree. He replaced Wang Shu (Wang Shi Zhen’s father) and became the new 
imperial inspector of Zhejiang and Zhang Jing’s subordinate. 


Both fellows got their careers started at the Censorial Council and they worked well 
together. Facing the deteriorating Japanese problem, they devoted themselves and worked 
tirelessly. 


Just when they buried themselves in the work, in year thirty three of Civility and 
Tranquility (AD 1554), another man also came to Zhejiang. He was Zhao Wen Hua, a deputy 
minister level official and the head of Office of Communications and right deputy minister of 
works. But the fellow was neither a governor nor an inspector. He came to here from far away 
on a special mission, paying tribute to the sea, in addition being a tourist. 


If you are ordered to pay tribute to the sea, then you dutifully go and pay tribute to the sea, 
then after the work is done, you bring some local specialties back to the capital, and that'll be it. 
But Deputy Minister Zhao was rather a man with an ambition. He grew deeply interested in 
the Japanese problem and he wanted to get involved. 
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Usually when a leader from the capital came to inspect the work, local officials couldn’t 
help but to feel happy about it. But Governor Zhang Jing weren’t impressed, ignored him, and 
treated him coldly. 


The reason was simple. Zhang Jing ranked above him. 


In Ming, governors were not local officials but ones sent to the locals from the central 
government. They drew their salaries from and had their residences registered at the central 
government. For example, Zhang Jing was originally the right censor general at the Censorial 
Council. He was sent down this time with his full rank. But Zhao Wen Hua was just on an 


official trip and was on a temporary assignment. 


In terms of seniority, the disparity was much greater. Seventeen years ago (year sixteen of 
Civility and Tranquility), Brother Zhang Jing was already the deputy minister of war, a deputy 
minister level position. But at that time Zhao Wen Hua was just a little manager at the 
Ministry of Justice, a director level position. Everybody muddled in the capital and everyone 
knew everything about each other. They met senior officials all the time and they surely had a 


wider view of the world than the local officials. 


I am a second grade minister level official, the governor of two provinces. You, little man, 
are just a third grade deputy minister. How dare you to display your prestige in front of me? 
Who the hell you think you are? 


By the same reason, Li Tian Chong, a fourth grade right assistant censor general of the 
Censorial Council and imperial inspector of Zhejiang, also treated Zhao Wen Hua with 
contempt. He fed the man thrice a day and hoped he would go away soon. 


But the reality was Zhao Wen Hua was indeed someone, and a significant someone. If you 
dare to bully me, then I'll ask my dad to finish you! 


His father was Yan Song. Although he was a Zhao and Yan Song was a Yan, whoever had 
the milk would be the mother and whoever had power would be the father. It was not strange 
at all. 


Yan Song supported his adopted son Zhao Wen Hua because when he was the dean of the 
Imperial College, Zhao Wen Hua was his student. According to his observation, although the 
student lacked capability, he was rather good at bootlicking and obedient. Thus he arranged to 
send Zhao Wen Hua to the Office of Communications. 


Yan Song was not running a charitable organization. He wanted Zhao Wen Hua to head 
the Office of Communications with a vested purpose. 


The Office of Communications was a deputy minister level agency. The top official of it 
was just a third grader. But the agency to Yan Song was vitally important, for it handles all the 
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official documents sent to the capital from around the country. 


Thanks to its bad reputation, many censors around the country often wrote to impeach the 
Party of Yan. Although in the Cabinet there was Yan Song to hold the line, the fellow was 
already over seventy and there was no guarantee that a fish would escape from the net. If 
something reached the emperor, they would be in trouble. 


And Brother Zhao Wen Hua’s main job was to sit tight in the office every day. As soon as a 
suspicious piece of mail was found it would be immediately removed (destroyed or withheld). 
He worked assiduously and excelled at it. For that, he became the top key member of the Party 


of Yan. 


Having received the epistolary complaint from his son, Daddy Yan gave an unexpected 
reply. He told Zhao Wen Hua via a messenger that Zhang Jing was not a man to mess with 
rashly, and before they were absolutely assured, it would be better to just remain submissive. 


Zhao Wen Hua could do nothing. But the fellow was a stubborn man. He managed to stay 
by requesting another assignment in the name of observing the enemy situation from the 
central government. He wanted to stay there and waited for a misstep by Zhang Jing. 


Not long after, he discovered a strange scenario. The Japanese had become very 
outlandishly arrogant along the coastlines of Zhejiang. More than twenty thousand of them 
were entrenched here and they held the Ming troops with contempt. Zhang Jing was not an 
average man either. He moved troops from places and the deployment went on for months, 
but there was no fight. 


Zhao Wen Hua repeatedly urged for action but Zhang Jing remained still. 

Governor Zhang acted this way due in large part to one of his prior experiences. 

In year sixteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1537), Zhang Jing, the minister of war and 
was in charge of military affairs of Guangdong and Guangxi, was ordered to suppress a 
rebellion in Broken Vine Valley in Guangxi. In the bitter mountainous fights he became 


accustomed to fighting with caution. More importantly in this war, he discovered a special 
combat unit, Wolf Soldiers. 


The Wolf Soldiers consisted mostly of minorities. Most of them were uneducated. They 
were brave and vicious and possessed exceptional battle prowess. Back then Zhang Jing 
suffered much because of them and that experience left a deep impression in him. 

Then not until after he arrived in Zhejiang, did Zhang Jing discover that those Japanese 
who had been dismissed by the officials of the Court as mobs were actually formidable 


enemies that were never seen before. 


When Comrade Emperor had all of his attention on Taoism and officials were devoted to 
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infighting, Japan was in a waring states period of extreme chaos. The entire country was 
divided into thirty to forty feudal states, which fought among each other. If a fight resulted in 
victory, then it was all good. But if a fight resulted in loss, fleeing was the only choice. Japan, 
being the size of what it was, with limited land resources and frequent volcanic eruptions and 
earthquakes, was not really a place for human inhabitation. Thus numerous Japanese, in 
search of livable conditions, fled to China from thousands of lis away, in order to enrich the 
livelihood of the people of Japan. 


The Japanese came without being asked. Not only that, they killed and pillaged and 
committed all sorts of evil deeds. Thus there was the saying: 


“Being Japanese they become bandits, thus they are Japanese Bandits.” 


But bad behavior didn’t mean their fighting prowess could be denied. Not to mention their 
skills at martial arts and combat ability, just to know that they had risked being fed to the fish 
in the sea and came from thousands of lis away to commit robbery, was a sufficient indication 


of their determination and resolve in committing crimes. 


Comparing to the Japanese bandits, soldiers under Governor Zhang were mostly from 
Zhejiang and Shandong, the economically highly developed areas. They enlisted just to earn a 
living. Even if they weren’t enlisted they still could go back to be farmers. They didn’t have to 
risk their lives. 


Thus Zhang Jing decided to move the Wolf Soldiers to Zhejiang to resist the Japanese 
Bandits. 

The decision won a temporary victory for him but forever ended his life. 

Zhang Jing could never have thought as he was exhausting all of his energy in moving the 
troops, Zhao Wen Hua had already set up a trap and was about to send him to his death. 

Governor Zhang had been in the officialdom for a long time. He was not a wuss. Having 
taken the position for over a year, he had already implanted his own men in the area. As on 


Zhao Wen Hua, he also assigned men dedicated to monitoring him. Overall, the entire 
Zhejiang had become his territory. 


But even in this environment, Zhao Wen Hua still managed to find an ally. The name of 
this man was Hu Zong Xian. 
Hu Zong Xian’s courtesy name was Hu Ru Zhen. He was a native of Huizhou and a 


distinguished scholar of year seventeen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1538). 


Hu Zong Xian’s test scores were average but he was rather lucky. He was not named a 
plebeian meritorious and was sent down as a county magistrate. Soon after, because of his 
good annual performance review, he was promoted to censor, in charge of inspecting Xuanfu 
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and Datong. 


We say he was lucky because in Ming being a censor was a fairly decent job, whose main 
duty was to scold others. They feared no one and could scold anyone they wanted. If one was 
lucky, caught on the right political wind, and scolded at the right target, he perhaps could fly 
all the way to the top and enjoy precipitous rise in his career. 


But Hu Zong Xian’s job as a censor was a special one because both Xuanfu and Datong at 
the time were military frontiers. Swords flashed and knives brandished, all the men who 
resided there were coarse military men. If he was not careful with his reports, someone could 


have chopped him in the darkness of a night. 


Thus in there Hu Zong Xian dutifully gnawed military rations for a few years. This 
experience eventually benefited him, for it was in this place that the quiet censor began to 
enter a new and strange area, military strategy. 


In the blood spilling and flesh flying battlefields, lives hung on thin threads. Hu Zong Xian 
learned the rules of war. The horrible scenes resulted from pillages committed by the Mongol 
cavalries, the homeless refugees, and the heart wrenching cries made him understood the 
cruelty of war. Having been baptized in blood and fire, the once prattling bookman who often 
cited the words of the saints had changed to a reticent practical man. 

Because of his good performance in the frontier, Hu Zong Xian was transferred to Zhejiang 
and became the circuit censor of Zhejiang. Just prior to his departure, it seemed his ability 
required a test. Heaven arranged a graduation exam for him. 

The left garrison army that had been in Datong suddenly received an imperial order, which 
told them to move to garrison the Yanghe area. Reality showed that it was a deadly order. 

Datong was already in the frontier, but Yanghe was not only more to the front but also the 
living condition there was very harsh. Soldiers had suffered so much. They had settled down. 
But now all of a sudden they had to leave their wives and children, so they would die rather 
than move. 

But the order had to be obeyed. Thus after they got together and talked over, they decided 
to just give up. A mutiny ensued! 

The problem became serious. A report was sent to the colonel in Datong, who called a 


conference: how to resolve the problem and whom should be sent to do it? 
No one replied. 


Everyone knew this was a super big thankless job. It was not a peasant rebellion. It was a 
mutiny. Every one of them was professional hitman with weapons. They could not be 
reasoned with. If one went to negotiate, most likely he would have donated himself to the 
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country (the scientific name of this phrase is die for the country). 

But if it was left untouched and if the men became rebels, then with them knowing all the 
details and leading the Mongols back to loot, then it would be a big trouble. Thus the thankless 
job had to be taken. In other words, someone had to take it but no one wanted to take it. 

Then Hu Zong Xian stood forward. He said: I’m going. 

The colonel was ecstatic and asked: how many men do you need? 

Hu Zong Xian answered: no, I’m going alone. 

After a brief period of gaping mouths and silence, everyone stood up and walked out of the 
tent to bid a warm send off to the courageous Censor Hu, thanking him for sacrificing himself 
and the spirit of saving everyone from the burden of taking the thankless job. 

Hu Zong Xian was not an idiot and had no appetite for taking thankless jobs. At the critical 
moment he brought himself forward because he was a hundred percent confident. 

He rode alone to the camps of the mutinying soldiers. To the excited men with weapons in 
their hands, he said a few words. Then miracle happened. The soldiers stopped their shouting 
and quietly returned to their tents. 

When everyone saw Hu Zong Xian again, they were all surprised. They rushed to him and 
asked him how he managed to resolve such a thorny problem. 

With smiles on his face, Hu Zong Xian leisurely answered: it’s nothing. I just told them the 
order has been cancelled and they no longer need to relocate. 

They were all stupefied again. Relocation was the order from above. The garrison 
commander (equivalent to commanding general of a military district) didn’t even say anything, 
how can you say something so irresponsibly? If you can hoodwink them today, couple of days 
later they may just go straight to rebellion! 

But Hu Zong Xian calmly looked at his terrified colleagues and told them: you don’t need 
to worry at all. 

Reality confirmed Hu Zong Xian’s prediction. Very soon, order came from above. The 
previous order had been cancelled and the troops would still stay at their original locations. 

The ability to precisely gauge others’ thinking and the astonishing ability in assessing the 
situation were Hu Zong Xian’s outstanding talents. 

In year thirty three of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1554), Wizard Hu Zong Xian came to 
Zhejiang. In here he would make his great accomplishments. 


Actually at the time in Zhejiang, Hu Zong Xian was just a little man because his rank was 


just too low. 
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An imperial inspector far out ranked a circuit censor. Hu Zong Xian was a supervising 
censor from the Censorial Council. He was tasked to come to Zhejiang as a circuit censor 
responsible for matters related to supervising and discipline. He ranked at only seventh grade. 
But Li Tian Chong was a fourth grade right assistant censor general of the Censorial Council 
and was tasked to inspect Zhejiang and responsible for the matters of the entire province, 
which was equivalent to the job of a governor. 


Zhao Wen Hua was nonetheless at deputy minister level. He treated Hu Zong Xian like an 
old friend and brother purely because he was too lonely. Under Zhang Jing’s shadow, no one 
wanted to play with him. Only Hu Zong Xian showed the proper respect to him. 


Thus to the new friend of his he showed his complete plan and made a handsome promise. 
If the plan succeeds, you will be the new imperial inspector in Zhejiang. 


Zhao Wen Hua was a bad man, a truly bad man. But if a bad man was able to become a 
deputy minister it meant he was a capable bad man. 


Deputy Minister Zhao’s plan was like this. He would make a damaging report against 
Zhang Jing. The charge was Zhang Jing was a coward against the Japanese. He spent the 
government’s money but didn’t do the job for the government. He was dilatory trying to avoid 
fighting. 

It seemed to be simple but actually it was not. 


Zhang Jing was not an herbivorous animal. Soon after Zhao Wen Hua submitted his 
memorial, he got to know it. But his reaction was strange. Not only did he not confront Zhao 
Wen Hua, he also didn’t write to defend himself. 


That’s because he was absolutely certain the action he had planned for a long time was 
about to take place. Wolf Soldiers were already in position and all units of the forces had also 
arrived. They were just waiting for his order to commence the general assault. 


Having the help from the vicious Wolf Soldiers, Zhang Jing was convinced he would be 
victorious. By then, the news of a triumph would be the best answer to Zhao Wen Hua. 


It seemed right but actually it was wrong. 


Zhang Jing, confident and content, never thought that in the seemingly flawless counteract, 
there were two minor issues: he didn’t really understand the memorial of complaint, and more 
importantly, he underestimated Deputy Minister Zhao’s ability. 


As a key member of the Party of Yan, Zhao Wen Hua was not a simple minded man. In fact 
he already expected Zhang Jing’s military action that was about to take place. But he still 
dared to make the report because he was already certain once the report was submitted, if 
Zhang Jing lost, then he had a chance to stay alive, but if he won, then his death was a 


205 


A Unique Talent in the Southeast 


certainty! 


In May of year thirty four of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1555), the money hungry 
Japanese bandits couldn’t stay still anymore. They began a large scale assault at Jiaxing. But 


they fell into a trap. 
The perfect opportunity that Zhang Jing had been waiting for finally arrived. He 


immediately marched forward all the troops under his command via both the land and water 
routes. He met the enemy in Wangjiangjing and soundly defeated the Japanese bandits. More 
than nineteen hundreds of enemies were killed. In history this is “the Victory at 
Wangjiangjing.” 

This was the largest victory since the start of the Japanese bandits problem. Zhang Jing was 
very proud and immediately wrote the victory report and sent to the capital. He then waited 


for the reward from the Court. 


Actually the Court was very efficient this time. Not before long, Zhang Jing received the 
reward he deserved. It was not in the form of gold or silver and other treasure or promotion 


and handsome pay, but two men, in fact two Guards in Brocade. 


The gift they presented upon meeting him was a pair of shining handcuffs. Then they 
loudly delivered the congratulatory message from the lord emperor: 


“Zhang Jing misrepresented and is disloyal. He is to be taken to the capital to face charges!” 

Zhang Jing was confused. Obviously he had scored a victory, how could he be 
“misrepresented and disloyal’? 

Governer General Zhang’s brain was fogged because he didn’t fully comprehend the secret 
in Zhao Wen Hua’s report. 

When the emperor saw the scathing report, initially he didn’t pay much attention, until he 
casually handed it over to the man next to him, Yan Song. 


Yan Song of course knew Son Zhao’s intention. So at once he demonstrated his 
showmanship. He pretended he was thinking hard, then suddenly he put on an expression 
like he worried for the country and the people. He began to denounce the horrendous 
sufferings of the people inflicted by the Japanese Bandits. Then at last he pointed out the main 
issue. It was all Zhang Jing’s fault. He held troops, aggrandized himself, and allowed the 


Japanese bandits to ravage. 


The emperor was angered. The consequence was serious. He immediately issued the order 
to arrest Zhang Jing and bring him back to the capital. 


Not long after the imperial order was issued, Zhang Jing’s victory report arrived. It seemed 
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Zhang Jing would be able to make it through the danger. But just as Zhao Wen Hua predicted, 
the emperor came up with a very dumb conclusion: 


“This Zhang Jing is so abominable. He heard Wen Hua impeached him so he fought!” 


Comrade Civility and Tranquility, having muddled in the field for over thirty years, was 
finished just like that. After years of grinding, his temperament, personality, and the tricks and 
tactics were all very well known to the Party of Yan. By now, he had nothing to argue against 
being used. 


With Zhang Jing down, Li Tian Chong was also finished. The unfortunate brothers were 
both dragged to the execution ground and executed. 


Zhao Wen Hua kept his promise. Soon after Li Tian Chong was dead, taking advantage of 
his connections in the Court, he made one exception after another, in just the short period of 
one month, he promoted the seventh grade low level censor Hu Zong Xian to fourth grade 
right assistant censor general and imperial inspector of Zhejiang. From a little sesame official 
to a senior level official who governed a large region, his speed of promotion was faster than 
the speed of a scud missile. 


Zhao Wen Hua held a high regard on Hu Zong Xian because of Hu Zong Xian’s 
exceptional ability and his support at unfavorable times. But Hu Zong Xian didn’t like Zhao 


Wen Hua, for in his eyes, Zhao Wen Hua was a real scoundrel. 


Hu Zong Xian’s origin was not that simple. He was born into a large and aristocratic family. 
Sixty years earlier, his great grandfather Hu Fu was a distinguished scholar and had been a 
ministry level official, the minister of population and revenue in Nanjing, which for a moment 
was the glory of the family. 


Born into a prominent family, Hu Zong Xian was a genius. He became a recommended 
man at age twenty two and a distinguished scholar at age twenty six. At local governments or 
the military, as well as in handling government affairs or suppressing rebellions, he displayed 
exceptional talents. 


Having been in the government for years, Hu Zong Xian knew very well what sort of men 
Zhao Wen Hua and his adopted father were. These men were not good at work but excelled at 
persecuting others. They were just a bunch of garbage. 


But the problem was the power of the country was in the hands of these people. Those who 
were for them flourished and those against them wilted. Hu Zong Xian was not an idealist. He 
was very practical. 


When the ignorant and incompetent Zhao Wen Hua came to Zhejiang and was scorned by 
Zhang Jing and Li Tian Chong, he recognized the hidden opportunity. 
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He got close to Zhao Wen Hua and welcomed him for coming here. He disregarded others’ 
disdains and remarks. He met him and pandered him. He patiently listened to his bragging 
and ingratiated him with smiles despite he knew that the man babbling incessantly was 
nothing but the combination of a ruffian and a fool. 


To Hu Zong Xian, of noble birth and high moral sense, that sort of social intercourse 
disgusted him. But he still did his best in his performance. 


In his heart, he was on a mission to serve the country and felt responsible for rescuing the 
people in suffering; because prior to accepting the order and went to Zhejiang, he had sworn 
the oath: 


“T now go to Zhejiang, I won’t go back to the capital until the Japanese bandits are 


suppressed and the southeast is at peace!” 


The storied virtuoso 


Hu Zong Xian saw in his own eyes the frame and execution of Zhang Jing and Li Tian 
Chong. Then amid the denunciations, he took the seat of imperial inspector in Zhejiang. He 
had no compunction about it and he was not shy about it. 

On the contrary, he was rather proud. The Party of Yan, which everyone feared and whose 
power dominated the country, was actually so dumb. Zhao Wen Hua and Yan Song had all 
been toys in his hands and been taken advantage of by him and paved the road for him. Then 
after that, the most powerful political bloc would support him and help him to realize his 
dream. 


He never had any misgivings about what he did. 


Everything he did and tried was not intended for his own enrichment and glory because 
his dream was to serve the country and save the people. 

In Hu Zong Xian’s eyes, Zhang Jing didn’t do enough. Although he transferred the Wolf 
Soldiers, who were awesome fighters, prepared equipment, and gathered provisions, on either 
the overall strategy or timing, he was always one step slower, which eventually permitted 
Zhao Wen Hua to take the advantage. 


Overall, he was a diligent man but lacked talent. 


Hu Zong Xian thought himself talented. Thus he took over his predecessor’s job without 
qualm. He thought he would be able to do a better job than Zhang Jing. 


Although everyone in the country felt sorry for the execution of the innocent Zhang Jing, to 
the Japanese bandits, Zhang Jing’s death was truly a tragedy. Reality would show Hu Zong 
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Xian, the successor, was an even more terrifying enemy. 
Of course those things would happen later. 


The newly anointed Hu Zong Xian finally realized the first step of his dream. But even 


before he could take a breath, an incident awoke him from his sweet dream. 


We have to say Zhang Jing was not the only pug. Cao Bang Fu, the imperial inspector of 
Susong, was one in the same class. After the victory at Wangjiangjing, he mustered all of his 
troops under him and defeated the Japanese again. Because of the personnel changes, this 
action hadn’t been approved by the higher up ahead of time. When Zhao Wen Hua got to 
know it, prisoners were already sent back. 


Feeling he had lost his face, Zhao Wen Hua immediately ordered Hu Zong Xian to give 
chase to the remaining enemy. 


This was a chance that Hu Zong Xian had waited for a long time. He immediately 
mustered four thousand of his best troops and started a chase. Then he sat at home and waited 


for the news of victory. 


Very soon, he got his wish fulfilled. He received the battle report, which was terse and to 


the point: a disastrous defeat! emergency, help needed! 


It was a disastrously heavy loss. It was said that “over a thousand of Zong Xian’s troops 
were dead.” Four thousand in total went there and almost half of them were dead. Very 
surprised, Hu Zong Xian hurriedly ordered deputy commander Liu Dao to help. Soon after, 
news came back again, another big defeat. 


That was not the worst result yet. The triumphant Japanese turned back and attacked areas 


in eastern Zhejiang again. They ravaged the region and went back unmolested. 


The bitter losses taught Hu Zong Xian a lesson. He now recognized the Japanese problem 


was far worse than he imagined. The bandits seemed to be embodied with a great power. 


Hu Zong Xian was essentially correct in his recognition. But he didn’t know that if the 
Japanese were thought as bandits, then they would be the most formidable bandits that existed 
in history. That’s because many of them were masters of martial arts who were skilled 


swordsmen. 
In history books, there is a widely known combat record: 


In year thirty four of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1555), over forty Japanese entered China 
in Pinghu of Zhejiang and moved toward Hangzhou. After looting Hangzhou, they fled to 
Chunan. It should have been just a robbery incident. They robbed, so it shouldn’t have been a 
big deal. But who knew if the lost men had a guide or not, they loitered for over half a month 
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and managed to reach South Zhili (present day Jiangsu area). They looted Changzhou and 
Suzhou area and even reached Nanjing! 


In the end, chased by large number of troops, the group of little bandits was annihilated. It 
was said the civilians and soldiers they killed or wounded numbered more than three 
thousand. 


Over forty men loitered under the eyes of Ming for over a month. They looted at will. 
Thousands of troops couldn’t do anything about them. It was definitely neither a simple 
robbery case, nor a simple military action. It was instead a serious political incident! 


If forty men dared to do a self-guided tour to Nanjing, then if there were four thousand, 
perhaps they would dare to go to Beijing to raise money to do real estate developments (but 
they wouldn’t be a match against the real estate developers). 


Ever since then, the story was used to illustrate the depravation and fecklessness of the 


Ming army. But many didn’t know behind the story, there were some shocking truths. 


It was not a case of usual robbery because the over forty Japanese who took part in the 
looting were not ordinary men. They were Japanese ronins. 


Ronins were Japanese samurais who had lost their lands. On samurais we don’t have to say 
much. But many perhaps don’t know even in Japan, samurais were a rare species. 


In the Warring States Period of Japan, the nominal supreme ruler was the emperor, but the 
actual controls were in the hands of the feudal lords, also known as daimyos. Samurais were 
daimyos’ subordinates. Even big feudal lords like Oda Nobunaga had only couple of thousand 


samurais under him. 


As members of the samurais, they received rigorous martial arts and fitness trainings since 
childhood. Many of them practiced kendo, which trained them the skills of cutting. Even if one 
got involved in a mob fight and had to cut each other with water machetes, perhaps one 
would be able to handle five or six men without problem. 


Even more terrifying was many of them had practiced “shinkage-ryo”, which was a one of 
a kind skill in Japanese knife fencing. It was originated by the Japanese supreme master in 
swords fencing, the “sword saint” Kamiizumi Nabutsuna. 


Although there weren’t many who practiced this skill and not everyone was a sword saint, 
they deserved to be considered as first class masters. Among the Japanese who came to China 
committing looting, there were their shadows. 


There was evidence showing that in the incident that took place in year thirty four of 
Civility and Tranquility, the over forty criminals who took part in the robberies were not ocean 
going Japanese peasants. Almost all of them were samurais who lost their lands because of 
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their defeats in combats and without jobs. 
The evidence was the special weapon they carried with them. 


In fact the robbers who were called the Japanese bandits were actually truly a multi- 
national force. In addition to Japanese, there were Spanish, Portuguese, and the fishermen and 
pirates of the Chinese coastlines. In summary, everyone came together with the same purpose 
(get rich). 


The weapons used by the men were also of wide variety. Foreigners like the Spanish and 
Portuguese usually used guns or swords. Fishermen and pirates had no fixed equipment. They 
used whatever available to them. 


But it was because among them there were a group of tenacious Japanese samurai and 
ronin fighters that enabled the disorganized and undisciplined hodgepodge force to have such 
fierce and powerful fighting strength. Wherever they went or against whomever they fought, 
they always used the same weapon, samurai sword. 


Either in China or Japan, only samurais or ronins were equipped with samurai swords. But 
in fact there were no designated agencies to regulate who were allowed or not allowed to carry 
them. The real reason was because it was very expensive to make the sword. 


The making of samurai sword was a very complicated process, which featured the use of 
many different kinds of iron and steel materials. Then they were heated in ovens while 
blacksmiths hammered hard on them. They were truly made from thousands of hammerings. 
It was time consuming and made only manually. There was absolutely no possibility of mass 
production. 


Because the swords were finely made and there was a proper iron and steel ratio, they 
were both pliable and hard. It was both very effective regardless if they were used to chop 
woods or people. 


But owning a samurai sword wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Even if you could afford to 
buy it, you might not be able to maintain it. Because the swords were made from iron and steel 
alloys they got rusty easily. They had to be carefully tended. Once a while, they needed to be 
sharpened (which was done using a special whetstone and it was very expensive). Every day 
the sword must be oiled (it was said that it must be done using plant oil). It was more 
bothersome than oil change. 


It was such a doodad that was so expensive, had to be maintained every day, and was 
tougher to serve than serving a great lord, that except those diehard and stubborn Japanese 
samurais, no one else was willing to mess with this thing. Not only that, these brats considered 
the swords more important than their lives. After the Japanese defeat in 1945, among the many 
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officers in the Japanese army who were descendants of samurais requested the Chinese 
authorities wishing to bring their family heirloom swords with them. They indicated if the 
request was not approved, they would commit suicide by disemboweling themselves. 


Soon they got the answer: feel free to disembowel, but leave the swords here. 


Thus many famous Japanese swords were left in China. That’s also why there are so many 
Japanese coming to China from a thousand lis away with big wads of banknotes with them to 
buy swords. 


According to history records, the Japanese bandits of year thirty four of Civility and 
Tranquility were basically all ronins with samurai swords. They were also highly skilled at 
martial arts. They were nimble. They robbed a place and then went to another and never made 
unfruitful trips. 


It can be imagined the fighting prowess of these more than forty Japanese. At the time they 
were equivalent to more than forty special combat soldiers. But the forces that guarded the 
various places were mostly garrison forces of inferior fighting ability. Or they were civilian 
trainees, who were at best on par with militias. 


It would be highly unusual that militias could defeat special forces. The bandits didn’t 
attack cities. They robbed and fled. Today we call them armed roaming robbers. Thus they 
were hard to catch. That explained why there was the strange phenomenon that they appeared 
in the suburb of Nanjing. 


That was the true strength of the Japanese bandits. These were the enemies Hu Zong Xian 
faced. They sometimes were together and sometimes scattered. Large units of bandits were 
strong and hard to fight. Small units of bandits were nimble and hard to engage. To fight just 
dozens, if one had to muster a huge army of thousands to catch them, he would rather better 
hang himself than disgracing himself. 


Just when Hu Zong Xian found himself in a situation where there was no good alternative, 
a unique force appeared. They organized themselves into militia units and hunted the bandits. 
More surprising to everyone was those bandit ronins who had roamed with impunity, 
unstoppable, and feared not even the government troops, were always routed when meeting 
them. 


That’s because although the ronins were master swordsmen, these brothers were the 
masters among the masters, they were the Shaolin monks. 


In year thirty three of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1554), Wan Biao, the military governor 
and deputy commander of Nanjing could no longer endure it anymore. The roaming bandits 
appeared randomly everywhere, which thoroughly frustrated him but he was out of ideas on 
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how to deal with it. 


He cerebrated hard and suddenly came up with an idea. He summoned the priests of the 


temples in Hangzhou and Suzhou and gave them an assignment. 


A few days later, a patrol unit consisting of nearly a hundred monks from Suzhou and 
Hangzhou was formed. They had only one job, killing the bandits. 


The monks were all carefully selected martial art monks. They all started practicing martial 
arts since early childhood. They were especially skilled at using sticks. Their hometowns were 
also nearby. So whenever they heard about Japanese bandits, they were itching for action. 
When they heard the news they enlisted with enthusiasm. They stopped reciting the scriptures. 
They grabbed the sticks and went to battle. 


Results showed Chinese martial arts were really both broad and deep in scope. The knife 
wielding samurais weren’t a match against the stick brandishing monks. Who cares if you are 
“shrinkage-ryo” or “kendo”, after a few rounds of sticks, everyone goes away. 


The monk patrol force generated good effects in society. From year thirty three to thirty six 
of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1554 to 1557), the force engaged with the bandits in Bay of 
Hangzhou and Prefecture of Songjiang (near today’s Shanghai) multiple times and was never 
defeated. The Japanese bandits trembled when they heard about them. 


The roughest battle took place in Weng’s Port near Songjiang. Over a hundred bandits 
came to here and met the monk patrol even before they were able to start looting. By now the 
monks were already well known. When the bandits saw the men in shaved heads, they fled. 
The patrol minced no words. They grabbed the sticks and gave chase. 


Usually chasing for a few lis would be good enough to finish the work. But the monks were 
serious about it. They managed to follow and chase for six days. They fought while chased. 
Not until they went all the way to Jiaxing and killed all the bandits (it was said that even their 
families were killed), did they return. 


But a few monks weren’t enough to change the overall situation. To eliminate the bandits, 
what Hu Zong Xian really needed was the participation of a few heavy weights. 
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The rarest expert 


What Hu Zong Xian was looking for were not just a few monks capable of fighting. Martial 
art experts were good enough in brawls. But in battlefields of thousands of men, they were just 
like a piece of firewood. Only strategizing generals were the ones who could solve the problem 


for him for good. 
Luckily he didn’t have to try very hard to find the first candidate. 
Even before Hu Zong Xian came, Yu Da You had been fighting alone for a long time. 


Yu Da You was from Jinjiang of Fujian. He was born in year seventeen of Grand Rule (AD 
1504). He lived in an impoverished family. 


But he was lucky. His ancestor held the hereditary title of knight of a hundred. Although it 
was not a high level position, it provided a livelihood. After his father died, he inherited the 
title. In year fourteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1535), Yu Da You advanced further in his 
career. In the military general exam in that year, he scored at the top and became a knight of a 
thousand and was assigned to garrison Jinmen. 


That was basically the early career of Comrade Yu Da You, which looked nothing unusual. 
But that was only what was shown on the surface. In truth, the fellow was a remarkable talent 
of the rarest kind. 


Numerous historical references are used in this book here and their origins vary, which 
included over a dozen Ming and Qing block-print editions. To facilitate the reading and also 
because I’m a lazy man, I’ve not noted the sources and the original texts of the references. But 
here I have to make an exception, because the descriptions below are just too bizarre. If I don’t 
give the actual reference, I may be suspected of humbugging. Thus the following text is listed 
below: 


“T once heard that in the Shaolin Temple of Henan, a sword fencing technique had been 
taught by god. I later went via a route to the temple via Yunzhong. The monks who were very 
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proud of the technique numbered over a thousand. They showed it to me. I saw them doing it 
and I knew they’ve lost what the ancients had truly taught. I told the monks and they all said: 
‘we'd love to learn.’ I told them: ‘this has to be learned in years.’” 


If you don’t understand this, it doesn’t matter, let me explain to you”. 


This is what is said above. I heard that the Shaolin Temple of Henan is known for its highly 
skilled martial arts. Thus I made a special trip to visit there. The monks in the temple very 
proudly told me that the monks here are all highly skilled and their number is large. They 
pulled several out and showed to me their skills. 


Once I saw it, I thought these men are really disappointing. They’ve lost all the 
quintessence passed down to us from our ancestors. Thus I frankly told the monks their 
formula is outdated. They’d better find a place and chill out. The monks humbly said to me 
they’d be willing to learn from me and I also arrogantly told them: you'll still have to train for 


a long time. 


I solemnly declare these are not my words. If someone wants to settle the score he has to go 
to see Comrade Yu Da You. I’ve got nothing to do with it because the text comes from 
Comrade Yu Da You’s autobiographical collection of works. 


Although I don’t want to bear the blame on behalf of Yu Da You, I can indeed show one 


thing, that Mr. Yu was indeed an unparalleled master of martial arts. 


Since his childhood Yu Da You had been a unique person. Just like many other successful 
people, he enjoyed reading. But what he read were not required books for exams like The Great 
Learning and The Doctrine of the Mean, but a very unique work, The Book of Changes. 


If we look at this book, it can be truly considered as the Jack of all trades. One would be 
able to deduce extraterrestrial living organisms and aliens from above to world civilizations 
and the future of humanity below. You read and interpret anyway you like. 


Yu Da You was a loyal member of the school of readers of The Book of Changes. He studied it 
for years and finally came to an understanding of it. Fortunately the fellow’s obsession didn’t 
lead him astray to becoming a fortune teller. At least he got something out of his studying, 
military strategy. 


From The Book of Changes, Yu Da You came to appreciate the theory of using a million as 
one (even though one commands a million, they just can be used as one man). Despite it 
sounded incredible, based on the actual results later, the theory wasn’t necessarily all humbug. 


Besides studying military strategy, Yu Da You’s accomplishments on another vocation, 


'° The translated English version is obviously easy to understand. But even the original Chinese text is pretty much plain 
modern Chinese. 
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martial arts, could also be thought as astonishing. He took a famous swordsman as his teacher 
to learn fencing. He was very talented, and because he trained and practiced hard, he excelled 


at martial arts. 


At fencing, he was exceptionally good, particularly at the Long Sword of Jingchu. It was 
said his swordsmanship had reached perfection. Once over a dozen men saw him as an 
eyesore and wanted to beat him in a brawl. But they were routed by him and had to flee. 


Brother Yu not only excelled at martial arts, but also was good at digesting what he learned 
and wrote the martial arts treatise On Fencing. Later, while working on eliminating Japanese 
bandits, he also took opportunities swashbuckling in the world of martial arts. In many 
occasions he fenced and honed his skills amid chops and thrashings. By year forty one of 
Civility and Tranquility (AD 1561), perhaps he had fought everyone he could have fought, the 
fellow got bored. So he went other places to look for fights. The incident that took place at the 
Shaolin Tempe mentioned previously occurred during this period. 

Apparently in this autobiographical account, Yu Da You purposely omitted something 
important. We know although Shaolin monks were vegetarians, they were not ones who could 
be easily bullied. You went a long way there, they demonstrated their skills, and then you 
denigrated them. There is no doubt you went there just want to trash them. 

Although Yu Da You didn’t write it down, we have reasons to believe he had caused 
troubles at the Shaolin Temple. Even if no weapons were involved, at least he showed a few of 
his tricks. Otherwise how could they have said: “we'd love to learn”? 

Probably Comrade Yu Da You had a sense about himself and thought what he did was not 
that nice and thus he didn’t say much about it. But based on his tone that he told the men to 
train for a few more years, he was one beckoned respect. 

Yu Da You, sword in hand, fought and went all over the places. He was truly remarkable. 
But before he met Hu Zong Xian, he was just a very gifted military talent. His experiences 
could only be summarized with one phrase, know not to laugh or cry. 

The first forty years of Yu Da You’s life was rather depressing. Because he was inclined to 
involve himself in other people’s affairs, when he was at the garrison in Jinmen, he wrote to 
the superintendent and urged to attack the pirates. As a result, he was caned and got the 
answer from above: 

“Who the hell little man are you, to dare submitting the request?” 

Why can’t a little man submitting a request? Yu Da You didn’t understand. 


Despite suffering an inexplicable beating, Yu Da You kept doing what he did. 


Soon later, there was a rebellion in the Annan region. Mao Bo Wen, the minister of war, 


216 


Book of Zhu Hou Zong 


prepared to fight. By all means this matter should have nothing to do with him, but Yu Da You 
once again came forward to meddle. 


He wrote to Mao Bo Wen, explained his strategy, and asked to join the fight. 

The Lord Minister read his letter, liked it very much, praised him, but refused to use him. 
You praised me but why did you refuse to use me? Yu Da You still didn’t understand. 

This was another baffling thing. But Yu Da You wasn’t discouraged. 

In year twenty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1542), another opportunity came. Altan 


attacked Shanxi. The emperor issued an order to look for able men around the country. Yu Da 
You registered himself. This time he seemed to be lucky. Minister Mao saw his name and 
recommended him to Zhai Peng, the governer general of Xuanda. 


It was a very significant recommendation. The governer general of Xuanda was one of the 
two most senior officials in the Ming frontier (the other one was the governor general of Jiliao). 
Usually the positions were occupied by ministry level officials. As a man recommended by the 
minister of war, Yu Da You had a glorious and bright future ahead. 


Showing deference to the boss of the Ministry of War, Zhai Peng personally met Yu Da You 
and randomly asked him a few military questions. But the answers greatly surprised him. 


Zhai Peng initially thought the man came on some sort of relationship and was just 
ordinary. So he just wanted to meet and get over with it. But Yu Da You turned the table and 
spoke eloquently, everyone present was very surprised. 


Just as everyone was agape listening, a more astonishing thing took place. Governor Zhai 
left his seat, walked down, and saluted Yu Da You. 

It was absolutely a piece of explosive news. It was a scene that happened only once in a 
hundred years. 


Zhai Peng was not a military man. He was a civilian official. According to Ming custom, 
except in rare occasions, only civilian officials were allowed to be the top military official. Even 
at the same grade, civilian officials enjoyed higher status than military officials. In the eyes of 
many civilian distinguished scholars, military men were thought as uneducated churls and 


even military distinguished scholars were no exception. 


But Governer General Zhai Peng, a ministry level man, saluted the obscure little guy Yu Da 


You in recognition of his talent, ability, and persistence. 


If things had progressed to such a degree, Yu Da You should have got the chance to rise up. 


But it was in here the most incredible thing took place. 


Although the governor saluted him and knew his ability, the governor still refused to use 
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him! 
Given that how far I’ve come along, why I’m still not being used? Yu Da You scratched his 


head and still couldn’t understand it (me too). 


The depressing days were eventually over. His old boss Mao Bo Wen finally promoted him. 
He was first sent to Fujian to fight pirates. The fellow didn’t utter another word. As soon as he 
arrived there, without even changing his clothe, he personally led troops to a fight, which 
resulted in finishing over three hundred enemies. Seeing he was so fierce, his superiors then 
sent him to Guangdong to put down a rebellion by minorities. 


In Guangdong, for the first time Yu Da You demonstrated he was an all-around corker. He 
didn’t muster an army to attack. Rather, he only took a few aides, found the hideout of the 
rebels, and urged them to surrender to the government. 


Of course it wouldn’t do with just empty words. The rebels were not idiots either. To 
enhance the effect of his persuasion and show in vivid images of the consequence of not 
surrendering, Swashbuckler Yu demonstrated his old vocation, swordsmanship, on the scene. 
It was a vivid and intimidating round of showing of fencing technique. Fellow rebels were 
stunned and stupefied. In the end it was euphemistically dubbed as teaching fencing. 


The rebellion didn’t grow out of intimidation. Very soon they elected their own spiritual 
leader, a man who was said to have killed a tiger. They continued to resist the Ming army. 

But Swashbuckler Yu was obviously tougher than a tiger. Without much effort he finished 
the tiger killing hero and eventually suppressed the rebellion. 


After some back and forth, Swashbuckler Yu finally had luck turned to his favor. In year 
thirty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1542), Yu Da You was appointed the colonel of 
Ningbo. Soon after, he was promoted to deputy garrison commander of Susong (equivalent to 
present day deputy military district commander). 

By now, Zhang Jing had taken his job and Yu Da You was under him. 

What ensued were the stories told earlier. Zhao Wen Hua made troubles and urged Zhang 
Jing to fight. Zhang Jing was ill prepared and didn’t want to fight. So on and on it dragged. 

But behind the scene there hid another nuance: 

Zhang Jing refused to fight. But in order to save Zhao Wen Hua’s face, he once ordered 


another general to attack the Japanese bandits. This general was no other but Yu Da You. 


Unexpectedly, the usually enthusiastic and meddlesome Yu Da You this time rejected the 
order. The reason was simple: the Japanese bandits at the time numbered over twenty 
thousand. But he had only three hundred under him. And Swashbuckler Yu knew arithmetics. 
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Although Swashbuckler Yu’s blood was hot, he nonetheless didn’t want to just evaporate 
into thin air. Governor Zhang was really not nice. The matter became a convoluted chain. Zhao 
Wen Hua urged Zhang Jing, who urged Yu Da You, and Yu Da You refused. 


Just like that, the swashbuckler stood firm against the order, until the victory at 
Wangjiangjing. In this battle, tossing aside their previous quarrel, he contributed to the victory 
by working together with Zhang Jing to soundly defeat the Japanese bandits. 


But what ruined the whole affair was the tossing away of their previous quarrel. 


Because he fought so valiantly, Zhao Wen Hua was dead certain he was Zhang Jing’s man. 
Not only his contributions were taken away, he was also punished when chance allowed. He 


was also demoted. Being not able to do anything, Hu Zong Xian had to remain silent. 


Yu Da You really didn’t have an easy life. What happened to him were often inexplicable. 
Obviously his ability was appreciated, but he didn’t get promoted. Obviously he won the 
battle, but he was demoted. 


Don’t worry, Swashbuckler Yu, more inexplicable things are still to come. 


Having been demoted, Yu Da You neither lamented nor was depressed. After the victory at 
Wangjiangjing, under Cao Bang Fu, the imperial inspector of Susong, he took part in the Battle 
of Hushu. Once again the Japanese bandits were routed. Ordinarily, that should have been the 
perfect ending of the story. 


But (this word often appears in Yu Da You’s life), soon after, the restive Yu Da You took 
part in Hu Zong Xian’s pursuit (the battle previously mentioned). Although in the end it was a 
defeat, Yu Da You did his best in the battle. He was very brave. 


Actually sometimes being brave isn’t necessarily a good thing. 


After the battle, Zhao Wen Hua reemployed his old trick and put all the blames on Cao 
Bang Fu. Inspector Cao was so angry that he would have smashed his head against a wall. He 
deeply resented Zhao Wen Hua and Hu Zong Xian. But Old Lord Yan was in the central 
government and he didn’t want to touch the butt of a tiger. Enraged, he trained his target on 
Yu Da You. 


Inspector Cao bitterly scolded Yu Da You in his report, in which he charged that Yu Da 
You allowed the enemy to escape. He was willing to be so brutal simply because Comrade Yu 
Da You was too valiant in battles under Hu Zong Xian. Thus Cao Bang Fu deduced that 
Swashbuckler Yu must be Hu Zong Xian’s man. 


It was such a scathing complaint that even the emperor was enraged and he was so furious 
that Yu Da You’s hereditary title of knight of a hundred was removed. He was told to behave 
himself, otherwise he would be beheaded to warn others. 
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He didn’t dwell on previous animosity and he was thought to be Zhang Jing’s man and 
was severely punished. He fought bravely and he was thought to be Hu Zong Xian’s man and 
was still severely punished. Yu Da You was in great despair. 


After the emperor’s imperial order was issued, almost everyone thought Yu Da You 
wouldn’t be agitating anymore and would stop meddling. 


But Yu Da You stowed away the order, summoned his deputy Wang Chong Gu, and 
issued an order: get ready to sail and pursuit the Japanese bandits. Soon after, his fleet 
intercepted the Japanese at Stork Mouth. He ordered a general attack. Eight large enemy ships 


were burned and destroyed and over a thousand enemies were killed. 


It was truly an adventure. No one asked Yu Da You to do that. In addition, by past 
experiences, he might not be rewarded if he won. But he would surely be punished if he lost. 
To him, the battle meant nothing good could come out and everything bad could be the result. 


But he still did it. He didn’t care for being taken advantage of. 


This wasn’t the first time. Since year fourteen of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1535), the 
fellow had been so many times unfairly taken advantage of and blamed so many times simply 
because he loved meddling, because he was faithful at his job, and because he stubbornly 
wanted to serve the country. 


Yu Da You was such a stubborn man. He was great because of his stubbornness. 


Actually Yu Da You, who had been always treated unfairly, was not alone. There was a 
man who had always been watching him. The man was Hu Zong Xian. 


Having observed him for several years, Hu Zong Xian knew and understood the man. He 
was convinced this was the man he had been arduously searching and would be his able aide. 
In year thirty five of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1556), when Grand Marshal Liu Yuan was 
fired for losing a battle, Hu Zong Xian, using his connection with Zhao Wen Hua, gained the 
Cabinet’s support and pushed Yu Da You up to the seat of the garrison commander of 
Zhejiang (roughly equivalent to present day commander of Zhejiang military district). 


He was the first key figure Hu Zong Xian found. 


But as the anti-Japanese work deepened, Hu Zong Xian realized his strength and 
intelligence weren’t enough for the laborious and complicated work. Thus the super smart Hu 
Zong Xian decided to recruit an aide, and the top requirement for the recruit was the man 
must be smarter than him. 


Very soon, he found the second key figure: 


Four hundred years later, Qi Bai Shi, the old master of Chinese painting once exclaimed 
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when he was viewing a piece of ancient work: I'd like to be a dog of Green Vine! 
It means, in plain words, if I can study under Green Vine, I’d be content even if I’m his dog. 
Green Vine was Xu Wei. Xu Wei was Xu Wen Chang. 


In Ming, there used to be the so-called Big Three Gifted Scholars. The requirement for 
being included was very simple: well read, erudite, and multi-talented. But in reality, because 
the competition was fierce, the simpler the requirement, the harder it was for the standard to 
be met. After back and forth evaluation, even a talent like Brother Tang Bo Hu eventually 
didn’t make it. 


Thus only three men were eventually accepted by the public to receive such an honor: Xie 
Jin, Yang Shen, and Xu Wei. 


As the editor-in-chief of the Grand Encyclopedia of Perpetual Happiness, Xie Jin was widely 
recognized as the number one erudite scholar. Yang Shen, who couldn’t get along with the 
emperor and made troubles at mass scale, was idle because he dwelled in a remote 
mountainous area. It was said he read all the books in the world. Thus he was recognized the 
number one well-read scholar. 


Xu Wei got ranked as number three not because he was not as well learned but because he 
was born later. He was not as erudite as Xie Jin and not as well-read as Yang Shen, but he 
became the most well-known and most storied among the three. 


The man deserved this unique honor. 


Xu Wei was born in year sixteen of Just Virtue (AD 1521) in Shaoxing of Zhejiang. One of 
his lifelong favorite hobbies was to give himself monikers. The names he had used were 
innumerable, e.g., Xu Wen Qing, The Green Vine Taoist, Moon in Field and Water, the 
Oldman Wash, etc. Of course, among the most widely known, was Xu Wen Chang. 


Eileen Chang” had once said, it’s better to get oneself famous early. Brother Xu Wei fitted 


Miss Chang’s statement perfectly because when he became famous, he was only ten. 


At an age of an elementary school third grader, who hadn’t learned all the Chinese words 
yet, Xu Wei had completed a great deed. He read through the famous work, A Defense against 
Mockery by the famous writer Yang Xiong”!. But the beau wasn’t satisfied with just being able 
to understand it. He had his own ideas. So he rewrote the famous treatise (it’s like what we 
commit mockeries today). And at the end he also gave his great work a rather antithetic name, 
A Note on Slander. 


Xu Wei is absolutely a famous character in Chinese history. The stories of his youth can be 


*? Bileen Chang, a modern Chinese writer. She was born in China and later emigrated to the United States. 
*! Yang Xiong was a famous writer of early Han Dynasty. 
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said as well-known in every household. Before I knew Brother Tang Bo Hu had eight wives, I 
already heard the stories like Xu Wen Chang’s witty fight against his landlord and Xu Wen 
Chang’s witty punishment of the corrupt officials. 


Although the stories are pleasant to listen, I am very sure most of them are false. For the 
real Mr. Xu Wei wouldn’t have the energy to do all these unimportant things. Before he was 
thirty, he had been busy on one thing, taking exams. 


The first twenty years of Xu Wei’s life had been well. When he was twenty, he became a 
Talented Man. By now, he already gained a reputation. Just in time, Xue Hui, the associate 
minister of personnel, arrived in Zhejiang. When Xue Hui heard about his talent, summoned 
him, and had a chat with him, Xue Hui was stunned and exclaimed he was a genius and 
repeatedly praised him as the most gifted man. 


Armed with the extoling by the director level cadre from the central government, Xu Wei’s 
reputation grew. His spirit was high and he wanted to ride higher on his success to go to take 
the county exam for recommended man, until the last destination, Beijing. 


To Xu Wei, who had been enjoying his successes, it was just a matter of process. 


There is no doubt Xu Wei was indeed a rare genius. He was multi-talented and his name 
was widely recognized around the country when he was very young. But on recognizing his 


own future prospect, he made a fatal mistake. 
In imperial exams, only recommended men, not geniuses, were recognized. 


Whenever Ming’s imperial exam system is mentioned, it is always trampled on by 
thousands. Like that it ruined talents and inhibited thoughts. It was darker than dark society 
and it was more brutal than the ten greatest tortures. But history has shown in that age, it was 
actually the most scientific system. 


In the test hall of the imperial exams, there was no absolute justice but there was the 
relative fairness. Regardless if you were from an aristocratic family or a poor ordinary man, if 
you wanted to build a good future for yourself, there was only one choice, take up the brush in 
your hand and finish the test sheet. Then you seal your name and wait for the arrival of 
fortune. 

In fact studying hard every day was the best route to passing the tests. If one wanted to 
play tricks or enter through the back door, one was destined to a dead end. 

In the test halls of Ming, cheating was not taken as a joke. Before entering the test hall, a 
whole body search was performed. If something prohibited was found, one would be 
disqualified and wouldn’t be allowed to take tests for several years. If you were a little more 
brave and wanted to perform tactics like conspiring with the proctor or purchase the test 
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questions, you'd better to first pack your luggage and have your funeral arranged. That’s 
because back then it was a very risky affair, which, if discovered, would result in beheading or 
banishment. All those things were possibilities. 


It was too difficult to cheat. Friends, if you want to do business under the counter, perhaps 
the only thing you could do was to make connections to enter through the back door. But the 
cruel reality told us even if you were the son of the current first secretary, it would only 
indicate your wretched situation. In the entire Ming Dynasty, no good scores were achieved by 
sons of senior officials. If you, stepped on a piece of dog shit, were really lucky and scored 
high at the few top positions, don’t be so happy. On the contrary, it meant your dad was about 
to be in trouble. 


Although usually they dominated in the Court, every Ming first secretary, like Zhang Ju 
Zheng and Wang Xi Jue, would immediately go wash their faces to get ready to receive the 
incoming vituperations, as soon as they heard their sons had placed high. According to custom, 
as soon as the good news about one’s son arrived, at most after a few hours, the vituperative 
memorials from the censors would arrive. Charges like the son benefited from the father’s 
influence and suspicions of cheating would cover the sky and earth. 


The censors in Ming were full of democratic spirits. Almost everyone bored the air like 
treating the title of marquis like shit. In addition, because they had highly developed salivary 
glands as well as the spirits of canine paparazzi who wouldn’t give up until the end, they 
wouldn’t let this sort of things go easily. They would seize and bite. They would bite and 
never let go. 


If one tried to come out from the sea of saliva, one needed a lot of courage and thick skins. 
For example, after the son of the later first secretary Wang Xi Jue placed at the top of the 
county exam, he couldn’t bear the attacks anymore. He had to send his son home. Not until 
thirteen years later, long after his retirement, did he permit his son to take part in the general 


exam. 


Of course there were instances where the dad being the senior court official and the son 
placed high in the test and they were not attacked. But, there was only one such instance. The 
heroic father and son were Yang Ting He and his son Yang Shen, one of the Three Gifted 
Scholars. 


Brother Yang Shen took the top scholar overall but his dad was not attacked. It was because 
Brother Yang Shen was too famous and he was just too awesome. He was so awesome that 
everyone reached a consensus if Yang Shen was not placed at the top, it would indicate 
problems in the test questions. 
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The same fate appeared to have befallen on Xu Wei. He was well-known in the world. He 
was highly gifted. He went to the little county exam. Everyone thought it would just be a 
matter of place for him to become a recommended man. 


But providence seemed to rather want to have some fun playing Xu Wei. The first time he 
went to the county exam and he failed. It doesn’t matter, wipe the sweat, and take another test 
three years later. 


The second time Xu Wei failed again. Lord Heaven played on him again. 
The same game took place three years later. Xu Wei failed for the third time. 
Deeply depressed, Xu Wei ran into an unanswerable question, why do I keep failing? 


It was at the most difficult time of his life, that he met Hu Zong Xian, the man who would 
change his life. 


After the failure of that battle of pursuit, Hu Zong Xian, who suffered a defeat, was no 
longer the imperial inspector of Zhejiang. But surprisingly, not only was the fellow not 
demoted, on the contrary, he was promoted to governer general. 


That was because his supporter Zhao Wen Hua fully utilized his specialty in blame shifting. 
Not only was the successful Cao Bang Fu demoted, in turn, the current governer general Yang 


Yi was also implicated and was forced to take the responsibility as a superior. 


Thus Cao Bang Fu and Yang Yi were let go. Hu Zong Xian became the new governer 


general. He finally was able to exert all of his energy to start his grand plan and ambition. 


Soon after that, he heard all sorts of stories about Xu Wei. After some investigation, he 


decided to recruit the gifted scholar as his aide and advisor. 


Hu Zong Xian was a born super smart man and he was thought highly of himself. 
Although he pandered Zhao Wen Hua and Yan Song, from the bottom of his heart he thought 
of both men with contempt. And by now, he was even more domineering. He had Yan Song 
backing him from above and served by confidants and henchmen below. Besides Fujian and 
Zhejiang, even other provinces like South Zhili and Guangdong had to yield to him. 


In addition, Governer General Hu was also a man whose appearance was frightening. 
According to history records, Hu Zong Xian hand a natural unusual appearance, as well as a 
domineering demeanor. He exerted power on others without the need to be angry. It was 
probably like what people say as the official prestige. He was intimidating. 


For instance, take Yu Da You as an example. The comrade was a well-known tough guy. 
He wasn’t afraid of being principled. He wasn’t afraid of losing his job. In addition, he 
possessed the skills at martial arts that would allow him to challenge the world. Someone 
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joked even if he was dead, ghost hunters wouldn’t dare to come to take him away. 


But such a famed swashbuckler and the Zhejiang military district commander had to be 
extra careful every time he met Hu Zong Xian. He didn’t even dare to raise his head. 
Sometimes he trembled. 


On the other hand, Xu Wei was at a far too low level. He couldn’t even become a 
recommended man. Although he was famous, he was still just a famous pauper. 


Now the governer general had his sight on the pauper and wanted to recruit him as his 
aide (private advisor). In Shaoxing area, it was common for one to become a private advisor. 
But to get to know a big employer like Hu Zong Xian, it was still something beyond one’s wish. 
Not only that, Governer Hu came to him. To many people, it was an opportunity fallen from 
the sky. 


Xu Wei was rather direct. To the envoy from the governer general, he came up with quick 
answers in fluent Shaoxing dialect. But after he finished, the envoy didn’t move because he 
just couldn’t understand what he said. 


Having no other alternative, the envoy found a translator and was finally able to 
understand what Xu Wei said. It was terse: you go back from where you’ve come! Whoever 
sent you here, get him here! 


To this super corker, the envoy had nothing else to say. So he had to go back. Trembling, he 
forwarded the original words from the pauper outstanding talent. 


Unexpected by everyone, the usually proud Hu Zong Xian didn’t get angry. After a 
moment of reflection, he said to his men: I'll go to see him. 


Even the overbearing Governer Hu had to make a concession to the pauper outstanding 


talent. It was a baffling strange thing. 


But reality proved Governer Hu didn’t incur a loss in this deal. Comparing to the 
contributions made by the pauper outstanding talent, it would be worth it if he was asked to 


kowtow, not to mention concession. 


Since ancient times, gifted romantic men had been the targets of many senior officials’ 
blandishments. But in reality, these gifted men weren’t very useful besides being skilled at 
poetry and dilettante in arts. For example, the famous father and song Wang Xi Zhi and Wang 
Hui Zhi were really good at calligraphy and also decent at poetry. But in their daily lives, they 
had to be categorized in the class of the retarded. 


We don’t have to say much about Wang Xi Zhi. He occupied a high position. But for 
decades he just got the pay and muddled along. His son Wang Hui Zhi was even worse. The 
fellow had once been a cavalry staff officer. He was at least a military officer. But all he did 
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was just roam around every day without doing anything, like dream walking. One day, 
someone posed this question to him: 


“What is your job?” 
Comrade Wang Hui Zhi mulled the question carefully and then gave his answer: 


“T often see men leading horses and walking ahead of me, so I think I’m probably in charge 


of horses.” 


Throughout history, such gifted and retarded men were innumerable, and Xu Wei seemed 


to ought to belong to this category. 


Xu Wei’s situation seemed to be very similar to those of the two above. He had long been 
famous and he was multi-talented. He excelled at calligraphy, painting, poetry, and writing. 
Old gentleman Qi Bai Shi saw his painting and would be willing to become his dog. Although 
it was a personal wish and was hard to implement, it showed to a great extent Xu Wei’s 
painting skill. 

But in response to the love by the populous, Brother Xu Wei kept a very low profile and 


was very modest, which can be spotted from his self-appraisal: 
I’m first good at calligraphy, then poetry, then writing, and then painting. 


By this token, his paintings, which showed exceptional skills and were admired by men in 
later generations, was just his least enjoyable discipline (relatively speaking). It’s just really 
shocking. 


Very fortunately, Mr. Xu Wei wasn’t lonely. According to what I know, there is another 
man that is widely known and whose stories are told by the people. He was equally skilled at 
painting. He was the famous Comrade Magic Brush Ma Liang”. 


If he had been so excellent, it had to be extraordinary. But Mr. Xu Wei, being like a corker 
from heaven, was a failure in real life. He studied for over twenty years and couldn’t even 
manage to become a recommended man. He also wasn’t able to provide for himself. It seemed 
he was not much better than that Wang Hui Zhi. 


But Hu Zong Xian still went to meet him personally. In Huizhou dialect, he talked and 
signed. After muddling for a while, he was finally able to bring the man back. 


Hu Zong Xian was a man who valued real work. He very much hated those scholars who 
did much talking but did no doing. He valued Xu Wei so much like he had acquired a 
valuable treasure was essentially just based on his intuition, that besides artistry, the man 


possessed other outstanding abilities. 


°° Magic Brush Ma Liang is a fictional character in a contemporary Chinese animated movie. 
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His intuition was right. 


In fact Xu Wei was wrong in numbering his own abilities. His most outstanding ability was 


not painting, not calligraphy, and not at all poetry, but military strategy. 


Xu Wei was an expert in military strategy. He was also not an arm chair general. It was 
rather a strange thing. Hu Zong Xian learned military strategy after dousing himself in the 
wind for a few years. Only after seeing countless number of dead men and many tribulations, 
was he able to come to an understanding. 


Outstanding Talent Xu sat at home every day, nor did he have the opportunities to go into 
battlefields, just by reading a few military books, he was able to grasp the strategies and 
combats. We can only say he was too gifted. 


Just like that, Xu Wei, attired in rags, nonchalantly came to the residence of the governer 
general. He didn’t take himself as an outsider. Not only did he eat and wear what he wanted, 
he took whatever he liked. Except Hu Zong Xian’s wife, he wasn’t afraid of asking for 
anything. 

More comically, after a meal, the fellow enjoyed loitering around without regard to places 
and time. Once Hu Zong Xian was holding an important military conference in the conference 
room, the men at the meeting included senior officers like Yu Da You and Lu Tang. As 
everyone withheld their breath and was rapt listening Governer Hu’s talk, Xu Wei suddenly 


came in. 


Seeing the advisor came in in a hurry without even knocking the door, Hu Zong Xian 
thought it must be something urgent. So he at once stopped and waited for Mr. Xu’s 
instructions. When the governer general wasn’t talking, naturally no one else would venture to 
talk. Thus the room was stark quiet and everyone tentatively looked at the alien from another 
world. 


Advisor Xu was indeed like no other man. Gazed by everyone, he didn’t utter a word. He 
leisurely walked around once and then simply left. 


Everyone was stunned and only after a long while did they come back to their senses: is 


this man a psychopath? 


Hu Zong Xian was a very serious man. Even to his subordinates he had no patience. He 
would question harshly and scold very easily. Whoever dared to do that while he was in a 
meeting could be beaten half death and dragged out to feed dogs. 


But to this pauper outstanding talent who mocked him, Hu Zong Xian showed 


extraordinary restraint. He never even mentioned nor was bothered by it. 


Hu Zong Xian’s modesty and prudence was rewarded. After the initial grinding period, Xu 
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Wei began to shine brilliantly. He was exceptionally good at writing, which was to the point. 
Up to the emperor and down to the county and prefecture governments, all of Hu Zong Xian’s 
communications were handled by Xu Wei. Even the seasoned document expert Yan Song 
wrote several letters, in which he praised Hu Zong Xian for his communications. 


But what influenced Hu Zong Xian the most was not these communications, but a casual 
talk. 


Having become the governer general, Hu Zong Xian initially thought under his brilliant 
leadership, the Japanese bandit trouble could be resolved quickly. But since year thirty four of 
Civility and Tranquility (AD 1555), the problem became more and more serious. The robbers 
became more and more industrious. Every year they came to visit for dozens of times. Hu 
Zong Xian didn’t want to show he was weak. So he sent troops out and did his best to fight. 
But the result was more losses and fewer victories. The gains weren’t enough to compensate 
for the losses. 


Just when Hu Zong Xian was scratching his head once again in a hard search for a solution, 
Xu Wei came to him and uttered these words to the frustrated lord governer general: stabilize 
the overall situation first, plan, and then act. 


Thus Hu Zong Xian found the route to victory. 


He finally realized he had always been fighting hard for the gain or loss of every single 
place, but he had never grasped the key to victory. 

After dispersing the dense fog in front him, Hu Zong Xian finally found out that behind the 
hodgepodge of fishermen, pirates, Japanese, Spanish, and Portuguese, there hid two real 
opponents. 
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Traitor of Chinese? pirate? 


Fairly speaking, it was not because of the above average intellectual capacity of the 
Japanese that made them the main force of the Japanese bandits. It was simply because they 
had only one strand of cells in their brains, which propelled them to fight without fear of death 
and were always at the forefront in battles. They were truly both handy and hardy. 


And according to history records, the Japanese looters who came from far away essentially 
knew no directions. Their brains were also not very useful. If they were allowed to come 
ashore just by themselves, they could have been sold by human traffickers. 


Actually since Zhu Yuan Zhang’s era Japanese had come to the China coastal areas to feed 
themselves. But during over two hundred years of the cat and mouse game, there had not 
been major troubles. During the reign of Civility and Tranquility, thanks to two fellows, one 
named Wang Zhi and another named Xu Hai, the number of Japanese bandits, organized but 
undisciplined, grew tremendously. 

Except in The Official History of Ming, other history books have his surname written in a 
different Chinese character of the same pronunciation. Coincidentally, the fellow was also Hu 
Zong Xian’s townsman. He was also from Huizhou. If we have to tell the storied history of this 
fellow, we won't be able to cover it in three days and nights. 

In many history books, Wang Zhi was basically defined this way: He was of a cunning and 
shrewd nature and a petty theft. Later he wandered to Japan. He colluded with the Japanese 
bandits. He worked for the Japanese and guided them to invade China. He was a despicable 
traitor of the Chinese, guilty of the most atrocious crimes. 

It’s indeed a very eye-catching and inspiring conclusion. But in my opinion, it’s very 
probably a wrong conclusion. 


And at least [am sure Wang Zhi was not a traitor. 


Please, hot blooded youths, don’t grab your weapons yet. It won’t be late if you wait for me 
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to finish and then act. I don’t belong to the class of people who are interested in rewriting 
history and I don’t have any intention to follow that direction. I made this assertion simply 
because Wang Zhi didn’t meet the definition of being a traitor. 


What is a traitor? In the Civility and Tranquility era, a traitor was a man who worked for 
the Japanese. 


By this definition, Wang Zhi was much unqualified. That’s because the fellow really didn’t 
work for the Japanese. On the contrary, the Japanese worked for him. 


Wang Zhi was nicknamed Five Peaks. Actually it was all because of a business deal that 
started the marvelous story. 


As Hu Zong Xian’s most formidable opponent, Wang Zhi had been a very smart man since 
his childhood. But unfortunately, his intellect was not on scholarship. 


It seemed that Wang Zhi’s brain was not wired to receive the signals from Four Books and 
Five Classics. To him, reading was a torture. Thus he, being clever, very quickly found another 
career, business. 


For an ordinary man, he would start his business small. He would have to start with a 
street side stall or a store. Then slowly he would be able to sell steel and weapons. But Wang 
Zhi was very different. From an economics point of view, Boss Wang’s business had a lofty 
start, international trade. 


The so-called international trade was nothing but selling domestic products in foreign 
markets and reselling back to the domestic markets. Wang Zhi understood it would be very 
difficult to get rich by selling cigarettes on the street. He could only get rich by importing and 
exporting. In Ming, cross ocean trading was explicitly prohibited. There was so-called “not a 
single plank can go into the sea”. There was nothing funny if one got caught. But history has 
proved numerous times that laws of economics can’t be suppressed by sticks. The will and 
determination of men who want to get rich cannot be stopped. 


Wang Zhi was one of the early founders of ocean going. He found a partner named Xu Wei 
Xue and convinced him to go out to do trade. Xu Wei Xue was also not a well behaved one. 
Earlier he had been a bandit for a few years. Tossing aside other concerns, he sold all of his 
properties and went into the ocean. 


Wang Zhi did his first trade in Guangdong. He skulked out to the sea on a late night with 
his goods and sailed to the far away south. 


In areas of present day Southeast Asia, Wang Zhi sold his goods at a staggering price. 
When the huge profits flew into his pockets, he felt an exhilaration that he had never felt 
before. 
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Thus he decided to bet all he had to carry on with this business to the end. 


As the business continued, Wang Zhi’s fleet grew larger and he had more men under him. 
His profits also soared. Boss Wang finally succeeded in getting rich and became an idol 
imitated by everyone. 


If things ended there, it wouldn’t be too bad. In legal terms, what Wang Zhi did was 
smuggling. A big tree catches more wind. The worst result would be nothing but like this: 
Governor and Custom Inspector Hu Zong Xian would take notice of him; then he would be 
nabbed by Captain Yu Da You during one of the smuggling operations; then he would be tried 


and sentenced to banishment or death. 


But Boss Wang had an insatiable appetite. Ending at a high note was not his creed. Soon 


later, he made a decision that changed the fortunes of innumerable number of people. 


Not much potential was there in the Southeast Asia trade. To obtain more profits, Boss 
Wang decided to go to the Japanese market. The reason was simple. It was easy to make 
money from the Japanese. 


In terms of terrain, Japan was simply a place where even birds wouldn’t lay eggs. Except 
volcanos and earthquakes, everything was scarce. Wang Zhi brought his goods here and could 
ask any price he wanted. He had a monopoly and he didn’t care if anyone would buy from 


him or not. 


Besides improving the living standards of the Japanese, Boss Wang also made 
extraordinary contributions in reducing the Japanese population. In addition to providing 


everyday goods, he also smuggled a very unique product. 


Actually this product was no stranger to anyone. It was weapons, which in recent 


hundreds of years, has always ranked the highest in international trade. 


In Southeast Asia trade, Wang Zhi became a loyal brother of the Portuguese. The Pork and 
Cheese loved Chinese porcelain and tea. But they had no money in their pockets. So they had 
to trade with their guns. They worried Wang Zhi wouldn’t take them, thus the price was very 
low. It was almost like giving him for free. 


Wang Zhi fully exerted his true nature as a treacherous businessman. Every time he 
appeared like he was in great agony. He often indicated there would be no exception next time. 


But actually he flipped his hand and sent the weapons to Japan at ten times the price. 


Not to mention ten times, even if it was a hundred times, perhaps the Japanese would still 
buy without hesitation. It was the era of warring states. They enjoyed fighting each other back 
and forth. The got bored using knives and spears. Everyone converted to using guns. 


Among Wang Zhi’s list of orders, feudal lords such as Shimadzu and Oda were big 
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customers. Boss Wang was relatively trustworthy. Sometimes he would go to investigate 


casualty situations to ensure proper post sale support. 


Of course during the course of the trade, there were also some unharmonious interludes. 
The southeast and Zhejiang coastal regions had always been the assembling place for pirates. 
Wang Zhi’s fleets, often being a large target, were robbed. Boss Wang was incensed: I’m 
trafficking weapons and yet you dare to rob me? 


Enraged, he organized his own private force. Initially it served only as escort. Later he 
found pirating was a quicker source of income. So he simply became a pirate as a side job. In 
this way, from an overseas gold digger, Wang Zhi became a cross ocean trader, and eventually 
became the head of an armed smuggling organization. 


But that was far from the destination. As his business grew, Wang’s Overseas Trading Ltd 
and Pirating Group Unlimited urgently required a permanent office. Of course there would be 
some difficulties. Although Mr. Civility and Tranquility was busy on practicing Taoism, he 
would absolutely not allow Boss Wang to open an agency under his nose. 


Considering the future growth of the company, Wang Zhi decided to move his 
headquarters to Japan. The actual location was in southern Kyushu in Japan (around present 


day Okinawa). There he occupied an area as his base. 


Boss Wang’s business was big. Not only did he own a large fleet and private army, he also 
enjoyed being an emperor for the moment. Over four thousand Chinese immigrants lived in 
the area under his control and submitted to his rule. He also employed many Japanese who 
came to find jobs. The healthy ones became body guards or hitmen. The feeble ones were 
assigned to sweep streets and worked as servants. 


Wang Zhi was very satisfied with the growth of the company. For his piece of private land, 
he named it “State of Song”. 


It must be pointed out that Boss Wang neither opened his business in Japan with 
permission from authorities, nor did he register with authorities. Since its inception for many 
years he didn’t pay a penny in taxes. In broader consideration, the matter was about illegally 
invading and occupying the territories of a foreign country, which was a gross challenge to the 
sovereignty of a country. 


But from the start to the end, the Japanese didn’t even produce a fart. The reason was 
simple, they were afraid. 


In Japanese history books, the era of warring states was described as an era teemed with 
heroes. Innumerable number of brave men dashed around with impunity among tens of 
thousands. It was truly a grand spectacle. 
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But the actual scenarios were probably not like that. For example, the famous Battle of 
Okehazama in Japanese history. The great feudal lord Imagawa Yoshimoto, whose name 
thundered over Japan and who was said to be invincible, had just no more than forty or fifty 
thousand troops under him. 


At the time, an average battle had about five or six thousand men in total on both sides. If it 
were in China, it could only serve as an honor guard unit. We can’t blame our Japanese 
comrades. After all, the population was limited in number. It was too hard to organize a large 
scale battle. To put it unflatteringly, it would be really hard to have several thousand die in 
battle. 


Boss Wang dared to be so arrogant because he could take advantage of the Japanese 
inferiority in number. At the time just the troops under him numbered almost ten thousand. In 
addition, they were equipped with the latest guns. The people of Kyushu, where he was 
located, were doughty and the feudal lords were feisty. But Wang Zhi showed no concern 
about them. He often sent thousands of men armed with guns and sailed in battle ships to 
parade along their coastal lines. The men didn’t even dare to make a sound, not to mention 
armed resistance. 


On the contrary, they had to be very polite to Wang Zhi. On holidays they had to pay 
tribute lest they would offend the rich and armed lord. 


To be fair, Wang Zhi indeed couldn’t be considered a traitor of the Chinese because 
perhaps even in Japan no one would be able to afford to use such a traitor. Actually many 
Japanese had to beg him to feed themselves, at his mercy. 


That was Wang Zhi, the number one enemy that was about to face Hu Zong Xian and was 


an enemy far formidable than any expert Japanese swordsman. 


Relatively speaking the number two figure was a bit inferior in terms of strength. But his 


stories were more legendary, all because of a woman. 
Xu Hai was a native of Huizhou and the number two enemy of Hu Zong Xian’s. 


It was a remarkable coincident that he was also from Huizhou. Lord Heaven was really fair. 
The one who caused the trouble would also be the one to finish it. The final decisive battle 
would be fought among the three from Huizhou and only one would be the victor. 


Wang Zhi was not a traitor but Xu Hai was one, a real traitor. 


Xu Hai’s nickname was Worldly Peace. The name appeared to be more like the Buddhist 
name of a monk. In fact it was indeed the Buddhist name of a monk. 


When he was young, Xu Hai had been a monk at a temple in Hangzhou. Every day he 
sounded the bell and recited the scriptures. He led a peaceful life. But one day, his uncle came 
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and told him he had found a job that promised great prospect. He also had a very reliable 
friend as his partner. If you join us, I promise you a great future and you will no longer have to 
worry about clothing and feeding yourself. 


After a long deliberation, Xu Hai finally accepted his uncle’s invitation. He left the temple 
and took the job that promised a great future. 


We have to say the invitation was not a hoax. The job also ensured he would no longer 
have to worry about clothing and feeding himself. To a certain extent it could also be said as 
very promising. 

But the problem was his uncle’s name was Xu Qian Xue and the name of his very reliable 


friend was Wang Zhi. And the very promising job was of course smuggling. 


In this way Xu Hai got his feet wet and began sailing with Boss Wang. As the business 
grew, his income also grew. He also got better at the business skills (pirating and robbery). 
Barring any exceptions, he would very probably become the leader on smuggling under Wang 
Zhi. There would be only two kinds of ending, either accumulate some money, go home, buy a 
house, and get a wife, or continue on until being arrested or killed. 


But the hands of Fate pushed him on a third route, an even weirder route. 


Xu Qian Xue initially was Wang Zhi’s partner. In the beginning the two worked pleasantly 
together. But gradually the fellow grew dissatisfied. Although they went to the sea at the same 
time, Wang Zhi was more capable than him. Wang Zhi had a bigger business, which was more 
profitable than his. After some deliberation, Xu Qian Xue decided to split and do it alone. 


To do it alone he needed some capital. Boss Xu didn’t have enough money. So he borrowed 
around. One of the largest loans he took was from the Japanese bandits. Having got the money, 
Boss Xu got into the smuggling and pirating business. But reality showed he overlooked an 
important issue in economics: all business activities carried some risks, smuggling and pirating 


were no exceptions. 


Xu Qian Xue was unlucky. His fleet often ran into storms and the Ming navy. Several times 
he suffered total losses. He needed money to buy goods to smuggle. His robbers also wanted 
to get paid. Exacerbating the matter was the Japanese bandits wanted payments on the loan. 
Xu Qian Xue was under great stress. 


If he owed money to a bank, the worst could happen to him was imprisonment. But owing 
money to the Japanese bandits was not that simple. The money was obtained by risking their 
lives so they wouldn’t allow the loan to go bad. But Xu Qian Xue had sold all of his properties 
so he had nothing else to mortgage. Having no more alternatives, he did something that was 
very immoral. He mortgaged his nephew. 
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To uncle Xu, his nephew was also his property. In this way, Xu Hai became a property, a 
hostage of the Japanese bandits. 


By now Xu Hai didn’t think too much of it. He thought at most he just had to eat a few 
more Japanese cuisines and pretty soon his uncle would buy him back. But unexpected things 
happened. 


Xu Qian Xue was really not born to be a business man. After he returned, not only was he 
not able to recover his losses, he actually lost more. Finally he also lost his life, due to disputes 


on some loans. 


When the news was heard by Xu Hai, facing the furious Japanese bandits, who lost 
everything, he didn’t panic and saved his life with these words: 


“Let me live, I’ll do it together with you.” 


The money was already lost. So to avoid losing both money and the man, the Japanese 
bandits allowed Xu Hai to join them. Of course to those Japanese, all they got was just one 


more tea server. 
But the reality was not so. Xu Hai’s influence far exceeded their imagination. 


In essence, Wang Zhi was a first class business man and a second class pirate. Plainly 
speaking, what he was good at the most was economics and military was secondary. But Xu 
Hai was a complete opposite. Before he became a successful business man, he was a military 
genius. 


Xu Hai received not much education. He was basically a self-made man. But he was 
astonishingly talented and very skilled at organizing. He was especially good at naval battles. 
Comparing to those pigheaded Japanese, he was really an exceptionally outstanding man. Not 
long after he joined the Japanese Bandit Robbery Co. He became a regular member and 
obtained his freedom. Later he once even advanced to management level and became a senior 
leader. 


Xu Hai got rich. Utilizing his ability and good relationship with the Japanese bandits, he 
rose to prominence among the many pirates. He had his own sphere of influence and powerful 
subordinates. 


But it must be made clear that Xu Hai now was still a pawn in the hands of the Japanese 
bandits. He didn’t have Wang Zhi’s strength. He had to rely on the Japanese to earn a living. 

His method of enriching himself was very similar to the compradors in Old China. Every 
time, prior to guiding the Japanese bandits invading China, he would sign a contract with 
them. The contract clearly stated how many people would be in, where was the target of 
pillage, and how the windfall would be distributed, etc. All the terms were clearly listed. The 
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traitor was one of the initial perpetrators who enabled the Japanese bandits to ravage 
unchecked. 


But as a traitor, Xu Hai was a very special one, comparing to his fawning colleagues in the 
anti-Japanese war movies. He was a very powerful traitor. 


Hu Zong Xian had tasted Xu Hai’s puissance. Once, the Japanese bandits launched a large 
scale invasion in the Zhejiang region. Hu Zong Xian sent Zong Li, general of raiders to attack. 
Just in time they met Xu Hai’s fleet. The two sides fought at the Three Lis Bridge. 


Initially Zong Li saw Xu Hai’s hodgepodge navy with contempt. The reality seemed to be 
so as well. As soon as the two sides met, Xu Hai’s navy collapsed at once. Zong Li was ecstatic 


and sent his troops to continue the battle and once again defeated Xu Hai. 


Two consecutive victories convinced Zong Li that Xu Hai was nothing but a minor figure, 
who didn’t deserve his false reputation. He launched the third attack. Xu Hai’s navy seemed to 
have lost all the power to resist. For the third time he was defeated. 


But just when Zong Li was getting himself ready to write his fourth victory report, Xu Hai, 
in his own action, proved a truth, that no one can achieve success casually. 


Just when the Ming troops let their guards down, Xu Hai secretly grouped his best navy 
and launched a surprise counterattack. To ensure Zong Li would believe he was weak, he 
retreated three times. By now in one strike he recovered all of his expenses. The Ming navy 
was routed and almost entirely annihilated. Zong Li himself died in battle. 


These were two formidable enemies facing Hu Zong Xian, the powerful Wang Zhi and 
cunning Xu Hai. To suppress the Japanese bandits, he had to remove these two men. 


But after carefully evaluating the strength of the two sides, Hu Zong Xian finally found out, 
to his dismay, that he didn’t have a winning edge. 


Wang Zhi was not to be discounted. The county emperor was as rich as a country. He had a 
strong army and was even more powerful than Japanese feudal lords. Although Xu Hai was a 
little weaker, he was very cunning. In addition, he was very good at naval warfare. It was 
almost impossible to completely destroy him by just relying on the Ming navy. 


After a prolonged pondering, Hu Zong Xian saw the current situation with despair. But 
now Xu Wei calmly told him it wouldn’t be very hard to get rid of the two. 


This time Hu Zong Xian didn’t believe his advisor because these words were just not very 
convincing. Not only the two men had nearly ten thousand armed pirates under them, but 
more importantly, they also possessed a very special resource, money. 


According to the statistics of some of the historians, Wang Zhi’s trade volume once even 


236 


Book of Zhu Hou Zong 


exceeded the income of the entire province of Zhejiang. If pirates had even more money than 
the government, then who was the government? 


Facing such a formidable armed financial organization, Hu Zong Xian found no reasons 
that would make him feel confident. In his view, attempting to defeat the two enemies was 
like an idiot’s dream. 


“It’s going to be tough to try to defeat them with force.” Xu Wei nodded. He agreed with 
Hu Zong Xian. “But to defeat them, it’s not necessary to use force.” 


Without use of force? These men come from thousands of lis away to loot. Aren’t you 
going to invite them for a tea? You give them a red packet and they'll leave? 


“Yes.” Xu Wei gave an affirmative answer. 


An elaborate plot 


Xu Wei told Hu Zong Xian that actually he never understood Wang Zhi. Ultimately, the 
fellow was just a businessman. 


A businessman wanted only money, not ambition. What Wang Zhi wanted was not the 
country of Great Ming. He wanted only the right of free commerce. 


“But banning overseas trade has been the ancestral policy of every generation. I can’t do 
anything about it.” All Hu Zong Xian could do was just a sigh. 


A crafty smile appeared on Xu Wei’s face: 

“T’m not saying we give him that right.” 

Hu Zong Xian finally understood Xu Wei’s intention. It was impossible to lift the ban on 
overseas trade. But it was possible to negotiate. There was no contradiction between the two 
ideas. Negotiation was just the means to achieve the goal. They didn’t have to promise 
anything. 

“First, we need to make contact with Wang Zhi and get him to come ashore to negotiate.” 


“But Wang Zhi is out overseas and has always been our enemy, why will he come?” Hu 
Zong Xian wasn’t optimistic about it. 

“Have you forgotten?” Xu Wei once again smiled, “His mother and wife are in your hands.” 

Ever since Wang Zhi went to the sea, the government put him in the black list. Both his 
mother and wife were sent to prison and had eaten prison meals for a few years. Hu Zong 
Xian thus signed a special order of pardon. They were released. Not only were they allowed a 
decent living, they were also given a house. 


237 


Powerful Enemies 


Hu Zong Xian’s idea was simple. Treat Wang Zhi’s family well to show he was sincere 


about negotiation. But very soon, he found his idea was too simple. 


It was easy to release, feed, and house them. But not until after doing that, did Hu Zong 
Xian realize there was an important flaw, how to let Wang Zhi know all these? 


It must be known although Boss Wang was a Chinese national, he had relocated overseas. 
Letting Japanese bandits carry the message just wasn’t reliable. Hu Zong Xian was 
dumbfounded. After a thorough deliberation he decided to take a risk. 


In November of year thirty four of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1555), Hu Zong Xian 
dispatched his envoys Jiang Zhou and Chen Ke Yuan. Their mission was simple and clear: Go 


to Japan, find Wang Zhi, and tell him everything. 


This was basically an impossible mission. Not to mention the safety concern of overseas 
travel, even if they got to Japan, in that region ravaged by war, to find someone was just easier 


said than done. 


But the development of the event far exceeded their expectation. The two successfully 
landed in Kyushu and met the local feudal lord. Apparently the title of the southeastern 
governer general of the Empire of Great Ming carried considerable prestige. The Japanese 
country moneybags bestowed a great honor on Hu Zong Xian. He warmly welcomed the two 


envoys. 


Regardless if the task can be accomplished or not, a free meal is always good. But just as 
the two men were devouring their meals, they heard this question: are you interested in 


meeting a man named Mao Hai Feng? 


As soon as the unwitting Japanese landlord finished his sentence, he was surprised to see 
the two men, who had been hard at eating with full attention, immediately threw away their 
chopsticks. They shouted loudly: bring us to see him now! 


That’s because it was a name they were very familiar with. Mao Hai Feng was Wang Zhi’s 
adopted son. 

Jiang Zhou and Chen Ke Yuan finally found the man they were looking for. Led by Mao 
Hai Feng, the legendary Wang Zhi appeared in front of them for the first time. 


Wang Zhi’s initial greetings were not very friendly. Besides Hu Zong Xian obstructed his 
money making and opposed him, his entire family had also been all killed by the Ming army 
was another reason that made him furious. 


When Jiang Zhou told him not only his family didn’t get killed, the government also gave 
them a house so that they had no worry about their livelihood, and showed him the letter 
written by them, Wang Zhi’s attitude toward the two men changed completely. 
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He was very pleased and also repeatedly defended himself. He said he didn’t want to be in 
this business and had long wanted to surrender. He also was willing to help Hu Zong Xian to 
suppress the Japanese bandits. 


Jiang Zhou and Chen Ke Yuan never expected things would go so smoothly. They were 
ecstatic. Wang Zhi also treated them nicely. Not only were they fed and housed, he also 
brought them to tour the entire Japan. When the feudal lords learned about Wang Zhi’s visit, 
they lined up to welcome enthusiastically (the God of Money had come). He was more 
impressive than a shogun. The scenes stupefied the two envoys. 


Having witnessed his prestige and seeing the wonders, Jiang Zhou and Chen Ke Yuan 
reminded Wang Zhi he should return to discuss practical matters with Hu Zong Xian as soon 
as possible. Wang Zhi fully agreed and also fixed the date of departure. 


The date of sail arrived. But just when the ship was about to have its anchors lifted for 
departure, Wang Zhi did something totally unexpected. 


He suddenly dragged Jiang Zhou and jumped ashore. While they saw the ship leaving, he 
smiled and said these words to the stunned and frightened envoy: 


“T can’t go yet and you can’t leave too.” 


Wang Zhi was not a three year old child. Having roughed and tumbled in the world for 
decades was also not a vain experience. He never believed anyone’s empty promises, 
including Hu Zong Xian’s. 


Just like that, Mao Hai Feng came to Hu Zong Xian’s territory with Chen Ke Yuan. His real 
purpose this time was negotiation. 


Although it was a great progress, Hu Zong Xian was disappointed for not being able to 
meet Wang Zhi himself. Then when he read Wang Zhi’s letter to him, his disappointment 
reached an apex. 


It was a missive that fully exhibited Wang Zhi’s personality. In the beginning, he very 
humbly indicated he would be willing to surrender to the government, repent, and serve the 
country. Then he suddenly changed the subject and began to boast his own achievements. It 
basically said he had muddled in Japan for years and now he was very smug. I will be able to 
fix any average feudal lord. But there are too many feudal lords now and the enemy situation 
is complicated. In order to help the country to fully remove the Japanese bandits, I now for the 
moment can’t return. I am currently inspecting the feudal lords with Jiang Zhou, the special 
envoy of the government, to handle foreign affairs. Once this is all done, I’ll return and report 
to the government. 


Of course it would be useless to just utter nonsense. Finally he revealed his true condition, 
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lifting the ban on overseas trade. 


Hu Zong Xian was infuriated. He knew he had been hoodwinked by Wang Zhi. Despite all 
the words, the old fox never yielded anything. And the condition he demanded was 
something that Hu Zong Xian could absolutely not agree. 


Thus, after some back and forth, there was still not much progress. 


At the critical moment of hesitation, Xu Wei appeared again. He saved Hu Zong Xian with 
his wisdom. He told his master: Now Wang Zhi is too strong and he is not going to 
compromise. But the enemy is not absolutely flawless. As long as a breach is found, the 
powerful enemy can be defeated. 


Actually the point of breach was right in front of their eyes. It was Mao Hai Feng. 


As Wang Zhi’s plenipotentiary and close confidant, Mao Hai Feng was also a very cunning 
man. But comparing to the old fox Hu Zong Xian, he was still too far off. 


Surprisingly to him, Governor Hu never displayed any slight to the Japanese bandit. On 
the contrary, he was treated with courtesy and respect. Every day he was served with good 
wines and meals. Mao Hai Feng was a relatively honest man. Being fed by his host, he felt 
embarrassed. Thus he told Hu Zong Xian he would like to help. But Hu Zong Xian always 
smiled and didn’t allow him to do anything. 


If this happened to people like Yan Song, perhaps it would be something they wouldn’t be 
able to get even if they asked. But Mao Hai Feng’s skin was not thick enough. He insisted he 
be allowed to work, even if he was asked to sweep the streets. 


Hu Zong Xian reluctantly agreed. He very awkwardly indicated around Zhoushan there 
was a group of Japanese bandits, who were very tough, and he didn’t have the strength to 
defeat them. 

Before Hu Zong Xian finished his words, Mao Hai Feng jumped up. He went back to his 
ship, summoned his men, grabbed the weapons, and went to Zhoushan. 


There was no suspense about the result. When Wang Zhi became a pirate, the little brothers 
at Zhoushan were still toddlers. When they heard Boss Wang’s men came, before Mao Hai 
Feng even acted, the Japanese bandits all fled. 


Hu Zong Xian personally welcomed the triumphant hero and applied for reward on his 
behalf. It was a rejoicing affair. 


He should indeed be happy. But of course it had nothing to do with the little thieves. The 
real reason was at the moment when Mao Hai Feng launched his attack and a great change 
had taken place: from now on, in the eyes of all Japanese bandits, Wang Zhi was no longer 
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their friend anymore. 


The former Japanese bandit and now anti-Japanese bandit hero Mao Hai Feng looked at the 
heartily laughing Hu Zong Xian, he also smiled heartily. Of course, he didn’t know the reason 
why the other man was laughing. At the moment, his only feeling was he thought Governor 


Hu was a generous man. 


Actually, true to his words, Hu Zong Xian gave all the spoils to Mao Hai Feng and also 
rewarded him handsomely. In addition, he indicated he would absolutely not mistreat anyone 


who cooperated with the government. 


Mao Hai Feng was very grateful. Hu Zong Xian’s generosity and munificence far exceeded 
his expectations. But he was still guarded. There was still one thing that would never put him 


at ease. 


Soon after, Mao Hai Feng went to see Hu Zong Xian and carefully indicated he had stayed 


for a long time and it was time for him to return and report to Wang Zhi face to face. 


Mao Hai Feng understood very well that as Wang Zhi’s adopted son and confidant, he was 
very valuable as a hostage. If Hu Zong Xian played some tricks on him, he would continue to 


live as a guest in a prison without worrying about food and clothing. 


But Governor Hu’s reaction was surprising. He looked the uneasy Mao Hai Feng and just 


said calmly: I’ll send you off. 


In addition, he also courteously gave Mao Hai Feng a lot of local produces. He also asked 
Mao Hai Feng to forward his good wishes to Wang Zhi and hoped that Wang Zhi would come 
to visit as early as possible. 


Mao Hai Feng was finally completely moved. He returned to his territory full of good 
feelings toward Hu Zong Xian. He told everything he had seen to his adopted father. 
Although there was still no progress, just as Xu Wei had predicted, the powerful pirate leader 
Wang Zhi finally revealed his flaw. A fatal breach had been created. 
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An Ingenious Strategy 


A unique woman 


For the time being, with Wang Zhi pacified, now Hu Zong Xian decided to get his hands 


on dealing with the other powerful enemy, Xu Hai. 


In terms of strategy, what Hu Zong Xian applied on Wang Zhi would be considered a 
placate tactic. When one’s strength was not at an advantage, show friendliness to the enemy, 


use negotiation to disarm the enemy, and wait for the arrival of an opportunity. 


What happened proved the tactic achieved the expected goal. Hu Zong Xian decided to 
replay the trick and practice it on Xu Hai for the second time. 


But Xu Wei expressed his opposition. 


The great theory of Marxism told us a real problem requires real analysis. Although Mr. Xu 
Wei didn’t study the great theory, he was able to get it without being taught. He told Hu Zong 
Xian that Xu Hai couldn’t be placated because the man was different from Wang Zhi. 


Wang Zhi was at least a business man. He was rich and powerful and possessed great 
military power. He would be tough to defeat. In addition, for years the fellow agitated and 
fussed, he wanted neither money nor position and his only desire was to demand the change 
of trade policy from the government. Men such as him should be carefully served and 
hoodwinked slowly. 


But Xu Hai was a complete pirate. He also had a resounding title, “despicable traitor.” In 
addition, he was young and ambitious and good at fighting. He was also rising in his career. 
To compromise with him would only enhance his arrogance. Xu Hai had to be dealt with 


tough measures. 


Hu Zong Xian agreed with Xu Wei. But he also expressed his concern: Although Xu Hai 
was weaker the man was good at naval fight and was a gifted military talent. It would be hard 
to defeat the enemy with Ming’s naval power. The previous disastrous defeat was an example. 
Once a fight began victory wasn’t assured. 
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Xu Wei once again showed his proud smile. He walked to Hu Zong Xian and solemnly 


corrected the reasoning of the Lord Governer: 


The so-called tough measures don’t necessarily mean force. As long as the enemy can be 
destroyed, all methods can be used. 


The guiding principle against Xu Hai was thus decided, no compromise and complete 


annihilation. 


To realize this goal, Xu Wei and Hu Zong Xian did a detailed analysis and finally made an 
almost perfect plan. The development of the events showed it was exactly under the 
propulsion of this plan that Xu Hai was mercilessly strangled. 


The first of the plan began with a spy. 


Xu Hai for a long time worked overseas and rarely came to visit his family. Even when he 
came back every time, he was busy with his work (looting) and was hurried (he would be 
done if he didn’t run). But his hometown was still here and he still had relatives and 
townsfolks here. To completely understand everything about Xu Hai, Hu Zong Xian decided 
to replay Internal Affairs* by sending a man there under cover. 


The name of the man was Luo Long Wen, who held no official position. He was the one 
chosen to perform the glorious task because he had two advantages. First, he was Xu Hai’s 
townsman. Both lived in the same village and it was easier for them to communicate. More 
importantly, Mr. Luo had a not so honorable talent, sowing discord. 


In today’s jargon, this was a man who had a dark heart, a man whose main concern was 
the world was too peaceful, and a man who enjoyed making trouble. But Hu Zong Xian still 


chose him because he needed such sort of man. 


Counting on a moving story written by the gifted man Xu Wei and his position as a 
townsman, Luo Long Wen successfully penetrated into the Xu Hai crime group. In there he 
would fully utilize his talent as an instigator. 


Not long after, Hu Zong Xian got the information he wanted from Luo Long Wen. Just as 
Xu Wei predicted, the seemingly powerful Xu Hai group was not hard to destroy because it 
had a fatal weakness, infighting. 


Unlike Wang Zhi’s, Xu Hai’s pirating firm was not owned by one man. In addition to Xu 


Hai, there were two other investors. One was Chen Dong and the other one was Ye Ma. 


Ironically, the two fellows were initially neither pirates nor smugglers. Rather they were 
decent businessmen. But they suffered losses and owed a lot of money. Pressured by usuries 


°> A Hong Kong movie popular in 2002, in which two policemen went undercover to a mafia organization. 
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they made a snap decision, went off to the sea, and became pirates and Xu Hai’s partners. 


In other words, at Xu Hai’s company, besides him as chairman, there were two other 


managing directors. It was not that everything was decided by him. 


Hu Zong Xian immediately took advantage of the flaw and ordered Luo Long Wen to use 
his talent to instigate, fan the flames, and sow discords. Results showed Comrade Luo Long 
Wen was indeed a gifted despicable man. His work yielded great results. Every time after they 
came back from a robbery he was always first to grab the most valuable treasures and then 
handed them to Xu Hai. Of course chairman Xu was very satisfied. But the looks of the other 
two directors grew uglier day by day. 


The friendship between Xu Hai and Chen Dong and Ye Ma no longer existed. Hu Zong 
Xian’s plan achieved its initial success. But the ensuing work was even tougher. After all, Xu 
Hai possessed great strength. If he was not finished, it wouldn’t be of much effect just by 
relying on dividing them. 

To further find out the details about Xu Hai, Hu Zong Xian wrote a letter urging him to 
surrender. It was sent to Xu Hai. To Hu Zong Xian, it was a very ordinary act, he had written 
letters to numerous Japanese bandits and pirates. The contents were all similar and just the 


targets were different. He also didn’t expect any happy surprises. 


But he could never have thought it was this unconscious act that enabled him to find the 


lethal weapon that destroyed Xu Hai. 


Among the Japanese bandits, Xu Hai was a very polite man. Very soon he sent back a reply 
letter. Of course the content would not be something like that Iam done with looting, so I have 
decided to put down my weapons, submit to the government, and go home live as a farmer. 
He just repeatedly emphasized he was forced, he regretted, and wished the government 
would understand him. In other words, because of bad harvests, I’m still going to rob for a few 


more years. 
It was a usual letter full of hoodwinking but the lethal weapon was hidden in this letter. 


Hu Zong Xian read the letter and didn’t notice the secret hidden in it, so he just casually 
handed it to Xu Wei. 


Xu Wei read it but thought for a long time. Then he said to Hu Zong Xian: 
“This is a strange letter.” 
Hu Zong Xian took the letter and perused it for quite a while but didn’t find the answer: 


“The letter is well formatted and the words used are appropriate and polite. I see nothing 


strange in it.” 
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“That’s exact why it’s strange,” Xu Wei said with puzzlement on his face: “It’s simply too 
well written and polite.” 


Hu Zong Xian suddenly understood. 


Although exceptions couldn’t exclude someone from being forced to go into the sea, those 
who willingly went to sea and became pirates were usually not good students. On the 
education level of the Japanese bandits, Hu Zong Xian did some calculation. Almost eighty 
percent were half illiterate and the rest twenty percent were completely illiterate. 


That had to be a strange thing. Hu Zong Xian had a pretty good idea on what Xu Hai was 
capable of. He would make mistakes even if he was asked to copy such a high standard 
document, not to mention to create independently. Behind the document, there had to be an 
able hand. But if Xu Hai was willing to trust such an important communications document to 
this hand, the person’s status had to be very unusual. 


He assigned a new task to Luo Long Wen, asking him to ascertain the identity of this 
person. 


Not long after, Spy Luo found this person. The result also shocked him. The hand was 
neither a featherheaded Japanese bandit, nor a school teacher under duress. It was a woman. 
More precisely, she was Xu Hai’s wife. 


The woman’s name was Wang Cui Qiao. Her fame would far exceed those of her 
contemporaries Xu Hai, Wang Zhi, and even Hu Zong Xian. 


Before becoming acquainted with Xu Hai, Wang Cui Qiao was a prostitute. It was a very 
ancient profession and anyone who was in it would be the target of condemnations by 
moralists. But history has shown prostitutes aren’t necessarily worse than moralists and 
moralists aren’t necessarily as good as prostitutes. As an ordinary woman, Wang Cui Qiao 
would be good enough for her name to be remembered by history. 


There is a tradition for anyone who engaged in this profession. She either wasn’t known at 
all or was famous. Wang Cui Qiao became famous. Her sobriquet was “the quean of the 
south”. Numerous bookmen and gentlemen, attracted by her glamor, came to her in droves. 


She was able to cause such a sensation mainly because of her own strength. Wang Cui Qiao 
was not only well educated, graceful, and elegant, she was also affable and approachable. She 
was reputed “as caressing as the wind of spring”. There were reasons for all these attributions. 

More than a dozen years ago, Wang Cui Qiao was a girl born into a reputable family. It 
was only after her father committed crimes, did she end up being a prostitute. Her good 
education, domestic discipline, and natural elegant disposition attracted numerous. She had 
countless number of pursuers. It was said that someone came even from a thousand lis away 
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to woo her. 


Xu Hai was one of the men in the army of pursuers. The fact he emerged as the winner 
from the many applicants was a surprise to many. Comparing to those rich men and 
aristocrats, Xu Hai had no advantage. He had an unstable job and unstable income. He had to 
live on ships most of the time (job requirement). Except his fame (as a pirate and traitor), there 
was really nothing good that could be attributed to him. 


But Wang Cui Qiao, who had seen countless number of men, still chose him, a bandit 
whose head could be removed next day. It seemed to be an illogical choice. It was for neither 
money nor power. 

If a reason must be found, then I believe it was love. 

Wang Cui Qiao thus began her new life. It was a peripatetic but immensely happy life. At 
least for now it was a happy life. 

But it was a happiness that was destined to be short. After all her husband’s job carried a 
high risk. Perhaps the man would be gone the next day. She recognized this and was also 
psychologically prepared. 

But she could never have imagined that soon later, her hands would push her husband 
down to a bottomless pit. 

From the reply letter Hu Zong Xian keenly recognized that: to Xu Hai, Wang Cui Qiao was 
an influential and key figure. 


If so, things would be easy to do. Hu Zong Xian was convinced he had found the break 
against Xu Hai. 


Very soon, Hu Zong Xian sent a lot of valuables to Xu Hai, as tokens of his goodwill. After 
the initial surprise, Xu Hai gladly accepted. But he overlooked a very strange thing. Among 
the gifts, there mixed a lot of jewelries, ornaments, and rouges for women only. 


With regard to these things, naturally Xu Hai generously gave them to Wang Cui Qiao. 
That was exactly what Hu Zong Xian hoped. 


Just when Wang Cui Qiao was thrilled with the gifts she had received, the undercover 
agent sent over by Hu Zong Xian approached her and told her these were special gifts from 
Governor Hu, who hoped she would persuade Xu Hai to give up his evil doings, do good, and 


submit to the government. 


It was a very shrewd attempt by Hu Zong Xian. He did it once he was sure about its 
effectiveness. He knew to men like Xu Hai, who cared nothing about his own life, neither good 
advices nor threat of force would work, because they would submit only to real strength. 
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But it would be different for Xu Hai’s wife. As a woman, she wouldn’t be so enthusiastic 
about killing and pillaging. She wouldn’t enjoy hiding here and there every day and had no 
permanent dwelling. A woman who married to a man wanted nothing but a home. 


What happened proved Hu Zong Xian was correct. Wang Cui Qiao accepted Hu Zong 
Xian’s suggestion and began to urge Xu Hai to surrender to Hu Zong Xian in pillow talks. 


Under Wang Cui Qiao’s efficacious urging, Xu Hai began to waver. But he was not a 
simple man and would not be so easily fooled. Surrender was just a remote undated target. 


Just then, the occurrence of an incident completely changed everything. To Xu Hai, it 
meant he had not much time to decide. 


This is what happened. During a voyage, a group of Japanese bandits under Xu Hai 
encountered a few transport ships. Without Xu Hai’s consent, they pillaged the ships. Then 
they didn’t report it. To them, robbery was their job and it would be an intentional dereliction 
of duty if they didn’t do it. Xu Hai wouldn’t admonish those who worked hard. It was just a 


trivial matter and not worth mentioning. 


On the surface it appeared their reasoning was sound. But the problem was the Japanese 
airheads didn’t think before they committed the robbery. They failed even to look at the 
banners before they did it without regard to the circumstance. They didn’t know although 
there was innumerable number of ships they could rob in the ocean, a few ships could never 
be touched. That was Boss Wang’s fleet. 


He touched what wasn’t supposed to be touched. Wang Zhi was furious. His limited 
ability in differentiating the culprits made him to attribute everything to Xu Hai. He vowed 
revenge. The friendly cooperation between Wang Zhi and Xu Hai ended there. 


Of course the cunning Boss Wang wouldn’t do it on himself. He decided to use someone 
else’s knife to do the kill. So he sent the information about Xu Hai’s attack to Hu Zong Xian. 
He also provided the actual route of attack and troop deployment. Then he offered his early 
congratulations on the victory. 

With the information, Hu Zong Xian quickly completed the defense and waited for Xu 
Hai’s arrival. In fact even he didn’t expect that this invasion would yield to him something 
extra. 

Xu Hai was in the dark about everything that was taking place. 

It was a large scale invasion. The force numbered about twenty thousand. As a traitor, Xu 
Hai brought with him nearly ten thousand Japanese from two Japanese islands Osumi and 


Satsuma. Together with his own troops, and all the men under the two directors Chen Dong 
and Ye Ma, this time, he intended to do a thorough job. 
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To ensure complete success of the robbery, Xu Hai betted all he had and also made a 
thorough plan. At the beginning of the battle, he would send troops to simultaneously attack 
the well defended places like Shanghai and Cixi to confuse the Ming force. Then when Hu 
Zong Xian would be busy in the confusion, he would lead his main force to attack the rich 


areas in Zhejiang and commit the looting. 


In Xu Hai’s usual style, he unselfishly assigned the job of attacking Shanghai and Cixi to 
his Japanese friends, who would become his stepping stone and the fodders of his cannon. He 
reserved the important job of attacking the weak areas to himself. 


To ensure the spirit of Bushido would propel his Japanese comrades to glorious death 
without hesitation in order for them to accomplish the toughest job and take all the blames, 
before the departure, Xu Hai repeatedly emphasized to them where the most powerful Ming 
army was and what they were about to do was the toughest battle and it was the best time to 


realize the value in each man (die in fighting). 


Of course, besides hoodwinking his international friends, Xu Hai also displayed his 
determination to carry the robbery to the end. Before the departure, he burned a few ships in 
public to show he would fight without retreat. 


In front of the raging fire, Xu Hai issued his order of attack toward the direction of his 


homeland. 


Now Xu Hai was enjoying all his pomp and glamor. As the executive planner of the action, 
he manipulated nearly ten thousand Japanese. Chen Dong and Ye Ma were also under him 
and obeyed his command. He also didn’t mind he would be chopping off his countrymen’s 
heads, burning their homes, and ravaging their wives and daughters. Ever since he was 


betrayed by his own uncle, he had completely tossed away all the moral principles. 
Ambitious and confident, Xu Hai thus began the largest and last robbery in his life. 


In year thirty five of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1556), Xu Hai led his troops to the coast 
of Zhejiang. Just as previously planned, the Japanese cannon fodders advanced first to gnaw 
the hardest bone. 


But before the cannon fodders even got ashore, they were repulsed by Ming navy. 
Regardless how hard they tried, they couldn’t get through. Xu Hai had to change his plan and 
led his main force to attack. But the previously undefended place was as firm as steel. The 
resistance was very tenacious. Numerous attacks failed. In front of the cruel reality, Xu Hai 
finally recognized he seemed to have fallen into a trap, he was prepared to withdraw. 


But soon, the situation suddenly changed unexpectedly. 
After several rounds of probes, Hu Zong Xian felt the enemy had lost all his spirit. Then he 
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ordered his navy to go out right away to launch a counterattack against Xu Hai. What 
happened later proved he made the wrong decision at the wrong time. 


The result greatly disappointed him. The Ming navy was routed. Once again it proved Xu 
Hai was formidable. Although he lost men he didn’t flinch at all in battle. He defeated the 
Ming navy five times, which aroused his arrogant spirit. Chen Dong and Ye Ma also took the 
opportunity to counterattack. Many Ming garrisons fell. Many coastal areas were under 


curfew and people were getting ready to evacuate. 
Just when the situation was about to get out of control, the key figure Yu Da You appeared. 


When he heard Yu Da You had come with his troops, the embattled Hu Zong Xian finally 
was able to exhale a sigh a relief. He exclaimed and said to Xu Wei: now we're safe, it’s been so 
dangerous, so dangerous! 


Hu Zong Xian felt assured because Yu Da You fought in a unique way that was widely 
recognized. He “decides and then acts with force” and he “concentrates his forces and attacks”. 
In plain language, it meant he wouldn’t release his hawk unless he saw the rabbit and he 
wouldn’t pull the trigger unless he saw the Japanese devil. 


Yu Da You was a very unique general. Before a battle, he would carefully compare the 
strengths of both sides. If he wasn’t sure about his victory, even if situation indicated 
everything was going well, he wouldn’t attack (perhaps this had something to do with being 
punished too many times). But once he was set on an attack, it meant he was sure about the 
victory. 

Hu Zong Xian understood this characteristic of his very well. Thus he was so sure. In fact it 
was indeed so. A celebrated general was a celebrated general and he was indeed very different 
from those of inferior grades. Yu Da You pulled back and waited for Xu Hai to attack. Xu Hai 
appeared to have a good sense. When he saw the situation he sensed his opponent was an old 
hand. He attacked cautiously. Then there were multiple engagements by the two sides. Xu Hai 
was never able to win and was no longer able to move further. 


Yu Da You got the situation stabilized but he didn’t attack. Xu Hai also learned from the 
experience but he didn’t leave. The two sides were in a stalemate. Everything seemed to have 
gone back to the beginning. 


At the critical moment, Yu Da You suddenly received a very strange order. 


It was a hand written order from Hu Zong Xian. Its main content was: stop fighting, retreat 
to Hangzhou. 


At such a critical moment, how come we’re going to retreat? What if the enemy pushes 
forward? Yu Da You thought it over and over but couldn’t understand it. But the order was 
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written in very stern words and there was no room for discussion. After weighing the pros 
and cons, he obeyed the order and withdrew. 


Hu Zong Xian was a wise man. He would absolutely not repeat what the Omnipresent 
Virtuous Father of Song” did by issuing twelve gold cards to summon Yue Fei back. He at this 
moment ordered Yu Da You back because he just received a letter. He was convinced that to 
Xu Hai, the letter would be more lethal than Yu Da You and the tens of thousands of soldiers 


under him. 


The letter was delivered by Mao Hai Feng and its author was his adopted father Wang Zhi. 


The interlocked traps 


When Yu Da You withdrew, Xu Hai didn’t pursue. He was always weary of the famous 
general. They had fought for so many days and he never yielded a step. Now he withdrew on 
his own, it had to be a setup. 


That was simply too flattering to Swashbuckler Yu. For decades, regardless as an official or 
fighter, he had always been an honest man. If anyone was the master of intrigues, it had to be 
Governor Hu. 


Thus when Hu Zong Xian’s envoy arrived with Hu Zong Xian’s letter, it didn’t cause much 


alarm and worry to him. 


Just as Hu Zong Xian expected, the letter shocked Xu Hail profoundly. Xu Hai, the traitor 
who had muddled in the shadows of knives and swords for years, was for the first time panic- 
stricken. 


The details in this letter were not very clear but Xu Hai’s reaction was clear and real: 
“Even the old ship owner has now surrendered?” 


The old ship owner was an honorary title bestowed on Wang Zhi by his friends. Boss Wang 
had been in the Japanese bandit business for decades and he was the forefather of this 
profession. Whoever in this trade had to show some deference to him, and Xu Hai was no 
exception. 


Xu Hai began to waver. Even Wang Zhi couldn’t sustain it anymore, so it seemed the 
prospect of this business was indeed not good. In addition to this, Wang Cui Qiao’s urging 
and the grudges with Chen Dong and Ye Ma made Xu Hai to decide to rethink about his 
future. 


It was a perfect psychological tactic. Hu Zong Xian used only a small trick and he was able 


* The tenth emperor of Song and first emperor of Southern Song. 
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to induce Xu Hai into a trap. 


As the big brother of the Japanese bandit business, Wang Zhi was sly and cunning. It was 
impossible to hoodwink him into surrendering. He had been in talks with Hu Zong Xian for 
several years. Except some superficial exchanges, Wang Zhi never yielded anything. He even 
thought to use Governor Hu. He provided information to the Ming army simply because he 
wanted to use the government to eliminate his competitor so that he would have a monopoly 
in the business. 

But Hu Zong Xian was not an ordinary guy either. He had his own plans. Although the 
missives of social exchanges couldn’t be used to hoodwink Wang Zhi, they could be used to 
hoodwink others. 

Thus, starting with Luo Long Wen, to Wang Cui Qiao, and then to this letter, one step at a 
time, Xu Hai walked into the trap carefully designed by Hu Zong Xian. 

Xu Hai was completely swayed now. But he still didn’t want to submit. Thus he said these 


words to the envoy: 


“T really want to pull back. But this time we came in three columns. If we have to withdraw, 
it’s not something that can be decided by just me.” 


What he referred to as three columns was he, Chen Dong, and Ye Ma. Of course, it was just 
an excuse. His purpose was to buy some time or argue for more benefits. 


If the envoy was an ordinary one, he would have gone back to report. But the envoy was 
not an ordinary one. 
His name was Xia Zheng and he was Hu Zong Xian’s close confidant. Anyone who lived 


with an old fox at least had to be a young fox. 


Brother Xia Zheng heard Xu Hai’s reply but didn’t raise any objection. He only dully 
nodded his head and sat there quietly and motionless. After a long while, he seemed to have 
remembered something, and he uttered these words to Xu Hai: 

“There won't be any problem on Chen Dong’s side. It’s all up to you.” 

Xu Hai almost fainted. 

These words were said in a very low voice. But to Xu Hai, it was not much different from a 
thunder clap on a clear day. Although Chen Dong hadn’t been reliable, at least now they were 
facing a common enemy so he had to rely on the unreliable brother. But according to what the 
envoy said, did his cohort already surrender and was he the only one left to shoulder all the 
problems? 


Xu Hai, whose mind was full of uncertainty, sent Xia Zheng off. Luo Long Wen’s previous 
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work in sowing discords now also was exerting a great influence. After some careful 
pondering, he finally was convinced Chen Dong could no longer be trusted anymore. 


He couldn’t do anything even if Chen Dong couldn’t be trusted. Given where he was, even 
if he wanted to split and fight it out with Chen Dong, he had to go back to his home base first. 


But he didn’t even have the luck to have this chance. 


While Xia Zheng went to meet Xu Hai, Hu Zong Xian sent out another team. Their 
destination was Chen Dong’s fleet. 


Not long after, Chen Dong learned from his men that rumors were flying that Xu Hai was 
about to sell everyone off as the gift he would present to the government at his surrender. 


Chen Dong still believed in their comradery. Initially he didn’t believe it, but when he 
learned Hu Zong Xian’s envoy had indeed gone to Xu Hai, all their past affections of 
comradery ceased to exist. 


To guard against the unexpected, he began to muster his troops so that they would be 
ready against Xu Hai’s attack. 


Chen Dong’s action alarmed Xu Hai. He took it as that Chen Dong and Hu Zong Xian had 
reached a compromise and were about to act against him. Thus he issued order to mobilize his 


troops to guard against Chen Dong’s attack. 


Just like that, the Xu Hai Pirate Co disintegrated. Neither was there large scale suppression, 
nor were there any bloody combats. Chen Dong and Xu Hai were just like the two laughable 
men in the Beijing opera Three Way Intersection, who began to suspect and beat up each other in 
the dark. Then behind all the bedlam was the smiling Hu Zong Xian. 


The second largest bandit group, against whom the government mustered over a hundred 
thousand troops and took many years but hadn’t been able to shake a bit, was thus easily 
broken up by Hu Zong Xian. All he used was a spy, a reply letter, handsome gifts, and an 
envoy. 

Admirable, truly admirable. 

In sea battles, Xu Hai was famous for his swift attacks. Reality showed when it was time for 
him to surrender, his reaction was also far better than ordinary men. While Chen Dong was 
still pondering and hesitating, he had already initiated contacts with Hu Zong Xian. He 
repatriated many Ming prisoners of war and indicated he would voluntarily withdraw. But a 
bandit was still a bandit. Guided by the principle that a thief wouldn’t come back empty 
handed, before his departure, he demanded money from Hu Zong Xian. 


Hu Zong Xian generously satisfied him. Xu Hai gladly fulfilled his promise to withdraw. A 
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day later, Chen Dong, who was alone now, also withdrew. 


Someone at the time advised Hu Zong Xian that he didn’t have to satisfy Xu Hai’s demand 
for money, given he was already isolated. But Hu Zong Xian simply smiled and didn’t reply. 


Later events proved Hu Zong Xian had his reason to smile. To him, Xu Hai was just a safe. 
Not long after, the money would come back to his hands. 


Both Xu Hai and Chen Dong withdrew and went far away from Hu Zong Xian’s sphere of 
influence. The two fellows also seemed to have recovered some senses and felt there was 
something odd in the matter. Thus they sent envoys to each other to improve communication. 
The two sides restored their relationship and were united against the Ming army. 


But it was already too late. Hu Zong Xian had long ago sown the seeds of hatred and 
suspicion between them. When the time came, it would sprout again and emerge from the soil. 


In fact Hu Zong Xian indeed didn’t let them wait long. 


Soon later in one night, Hu Zong Xian’s envoy sneaked into Xu Hai’s fleet. He brought the 
latest instruction from Governor Hu. 


After all, he had just recently got paid by Governor Hu, so Xu Hai received the envoy with 
a wide smile. He thought the God of Treasure was coming to give him money again. But the 
result greatly surprised him. 


The envoy delivered the governor’s order in a stern manner. Basically what it said was: 
Bandit Xu Hai had always been against the government, now a great army has been assembled 
and an attack would begin at any moment. He should recognize the situation and plan ahead 
for himself. In summary, if he wouldn’t surrender voluntarily, he would be forced to 


surrender. 


Xu Hai finally recognized Hu Zong Xian’s sinister face. But by now, he had no other choice. 
Chen Dong wouldn’t help him and Wang Zhi couldn’t be trusted anymore. After some 
pondering, he decided to yield. 


“Then what should I do?” 


The envoy told him at Wusong River, a group of Japanese bandits were looting. Governor 


Hu wanted him to destroy the pesky thieves as a way to show his surrender was sincere. 


That was just an old trick. Just like Lin Chong in Tale of the Marshes. After assiduous efforts, 
he went to Liangshan. But Big Brother Wang Lun told him if he wanted to join the gang, he 
had to go down to kill someone. As the leader of the gangster organization, Wang Lun took 
great pains in issuing the order. Only by committing a killing, could someone be fully devoted 
to doing bad deeds, identify himself with the organization, and have a keen awareness of crisis 
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(if anything happens, everyone perishes together, no one can escape). 


Comparing to Wang Lun’s, Hu Zong Xian’s ploy, although different, had the same effect. 
But what happened later told us there was some difference between them, a minor but fatal 


difference. 


Following Hu Zong Xian’s instruction, Xu Hai took his fleet and attacked his comrades at 
Wusong River. Without any surprise, he scored a big victory. By convention, he waited for Hu 


Zong Xian’s reward. 


But out of his expectation, Hu Zong Xian wasn’t about to reward him. On the contrary, the 


Lord Governor was about to collect interest from his previous payment. 


Surely, Xu Hai didn’t know that besides asking him to do a kill so that he would be eligible 
to join the gang and at the same time eliminating the Japanese bandits there, Hu Zong Xian 


had another reason to send him there, there was a man there waiting for him. 


That man was Yu Da You. As one of the few generals who were able to oppose Xu Hai, he 
followed Hu Zong Xian’s order and set up an ambush at Wusong River beforehand. He waited 


for Xu Hai’s arrival. 


Soon after Xu Hai’s victory, Yu Da You began his attack. Many were killed and many ships 
were burned. Humiliated and incensed, Xu Hai knew he had been had. But he could do 
nothing. Just when the situation was very bad for him, another unexpected thing happened. 


Yu Da You abruptly ceased attack and left an opening. He also didn’t pursue. 


In that way Xu Hai escaped from the encirclement. But he knew very well it was not 
because the Buddha appeared or God showed his mercy, or Yu Da You went crazy. There was 


only one reason that allowed him to escape unscathed. 


This time he didn’t hesitate any more. He immediately prepared large quantities of gold, 
silver, and other treasures, along with the rare treasures from his years of pillages and sent to 
Hu Zong Xian. He paid with principle and interests. To show his sincerity, he also sent his 
brother Xu Hong to Hu Zong Xian as a hostage. 


Xu Hai understood clearly that with the matter at where it was now, he had lost all of his 
bargaining chips. He had to admit defeat and become a good citizen of the government to live 
out the rest of his life. That Yu Da You let him escape was an indication Hu Zong Xian didn’t 
want to see him completely annihilated and was willing to give him a chance to survive. 


It should be pointed out that Xu Hai was essentially correct in his assessment of the 
situation. He indeed lost his terms for a negotiation. But at the same time, he also 
misunderstood Hu Zong Xian’s intention. The lord governer general gave him a pass because 
he was concerned about what could be described by an idiom, a cornered dog would jump 
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over a fence. 

Facts showed that Hu Zong Xian and Wang Lun were very much different: 

Once Lin Chong committed a murder, Wang Lun would let Lin Chong join the gang. 

Once Xu Hai wiped out his cohorts, Hu Zong Xian would wipe out Xu Hai. 

That was the difference. 

Just like how Xu Hai was treated previously, hostage Xu Hong also received good 
treatment. He was well fed and offered comfortable living. But having eaten Governor Hu’s 
meals, he had to pay back with gratitude. Not long after, Hu Zong Xian eventually showed his 
card. He asked Xu Hong to send a message to Xu Hai. To become a good citizen, he had to 
present his cohorts, Chen Dong and Ye Ma to the government. 

To Xu Hai, it wasn’t a problem at all. He was even willing to sacrifice his own brother, not 
to mention the two oafs. 

Without hesitation, Xu Hai agreed and at once he got ready to use his partners’ lives to 
exchange his own. To him, it was a profitable deal. 

In fact it was not a good beginning but rather the beginning of his demise. From the start 
Hu Zong Xian didn’t want to do business with Xu Hai and also didn’t plan to follow the rules 
of the game. He only knew this was a bandit whose hands had been stained by the blood of 


countless number of innocent people. It wouldn’t be enough to redeem his crimes even if he 
was killed a hundred times. All he demanded was his death! 


The final curse 


Xu Hai decided to act because not only Hu Zong Xian promised his past crimes would be 
forgiven, he also would be offered a title and would be allowed to enjoy wealth and glory, as 
long as he arrested Chen Dong and Ye Ma. 

Among the two, Ye Ma was easier to handle. Chen Dong commanded troops, so he was a 
bit tougher. Xu Hai decided to test his knife on Ye Ma first. 

It went on smoothly. Xu Hai invited Ye Ma to dine. As soon as Ye Ma arrived, without 
mincing words, ropes were looped around the neck of Ye Ma, who was then promptly 
delivered to Hu Zong Xian. 

Having finished the first task, Xu Hai dispatched Ye Ma and then boldly and confidently 
prepared to deal with the second target. 

But he could never have thought just while he was enjoying a great relief, the tightly roped 
Ye Ma was already sitting at the table for distinguished guests. The one who loosened his 
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ropes was no other than Hu Zong Xian. 


Ye Ma was completely befuddled. First he was inexplicably bound up. Then he was 
inexplicably untied. But one thing was clear to him. He had to dutifully cooperate to keep his 
head. 


Quickly he learned the condition for maintaining his life. He had to write a letter. 


The letter was addressed to Chen Dong and the author was Ye Ma. Of course, the 
copyright belonged to Hu Zong Xian. 


In this letter, Hu Zong Xian told a very convoluted story. A long long time ago, Chen Dong 
and Ye Ma saw Xu Hai an eye sore. Thus they made a sinister plan to bring death to their 
partner and they actively prepared to carry out the plan. 


But once the letter was finished, it wasn’t delivered to Chen Dong. Instead, the one who 
read the letter first was no other than Xu Hai. 


It seemed to be something confusing. Given that Xu Hai had already made up his mind to 
get rid of Chen Dong, then why the extra step? 


But that was exactly what made Hu Zong Xian better than others. 


He fully understood Xu Hai was an unpredictable man. In addition, he had been 
partnering with Chen Dong for years. The friendship between the two was deep and it was a 
common occurrence that the two sometimes parted their own ways. To ensure success, he 
must completely root out any idea of sympathy toward Chen Dong from Xu Hai’s mind and 
cut off his way of retreat so that he had to walk to the end of his road to death. 


Hu Zong Xian’s assessment was correct. Xu Hai indeed wavered. He understood very well 
if he took this step, he would embark on a road of no return. If Hu Zong Xian wouldn’t keep 
his words, it meant his certain death. 


But once he read the letter to Chen Dong, the fire of anger destroyed his senses. And Wang 
Cui Qiao, who was anxious to settle down, also at the critical moment provided a critical 
suggestion, give up resistance completely and accept Hu Zong Xian’s offer. 


Xu Hai finally made the decision. Unlike many his previous perfunctory actions, this time 


he was sincere. 


Facts showed Xu Hai’s intelligence and experience in hustle far exceeded those of Chen 
Dong’s. He set up a trap and captured Chen Dong. He also took some of Chen Dong’s men 


under him. 


But after the big success, Xu Hai suddenly calmed down. He didn’t go to see Hu Zong Xian. 
After a careful consideration, he changed his mind. 
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Besides being driven by Hu Zong Xian’s intrigues, the threat from Chen Dong was another 
major reason that prompted Xu Hai to want to surrender. Now Chen Dong was already in his 
hands and there was only one man left in the board. He also had the command of the troops. 
His stock was on the rise. So he had to discuss conditions. Just like what people had been 


saying, without conditions, who would want to surrender? 
But he didn’t get the chance. 


Just as he was settling his prisoners and getting ready to negotiate, he suddenly received a 
shocking piece of news: 


The troops commanded by him had been raided by the Ming troops. Over three hundred 


were dead or wounded. It was a huge loss. 


Xu Hai felt a chill shooting through his spine. He finally saw his every move was 
controlled by Hu Zong Xian. The formidable enemy knew everything and saw everything. He 
was also constantly prodding him with actions to tell him this truth: except surrender, you 
have no other choice. 


The next day, Xu Hai, who had been battling around the seas for over a decade, announced 
to the world: unconditional surrender. 


In August of year thirty five of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1556), Xu Hai took his fleet to 
Flat Lake City, where Hu Zong Xian was staying, to offer his surrender to Hu Zong Xian. 


But on this surrender ceremony, Xu Hai began his last tussle against Hu Zong Xian. 


This was a queer surrender ceremony. The so-called surrender Xu Hai came with all of his 
troops augustly lined up outside of the city. On the other hand in the city, the people who 
accept the surrender were timorous and frightened. 


The proud Xu Hai, escorted by nearly a hundred men, shouted these words from outside of 
the city: 


1” 


“Tam Xu Ming Shan (Xu Hai’s cognomen), I’m here to surrender, open the gate 
With nearly ten thousand men, all fully armed and encircling the city, you are saying you 
come to surrender. Only a devil will believe you. 


This is not surrender. It’s a challenge. Before fully accepting his defeat, Xu Hai decided to 
test Hu Zong Xian for the last time. He wanted to test his enemy’s courage and wisdom. As a 


powerful man, he would only submit to a more powerful man. 


Unfortunately, Comrade Zhao Wen Hua was also present. When he heard the news, he 
was so frightened that he trembled. He rushed to Hu Zong Xian and asked him to deploy the 
troops to defend the city with all the force, to be ready for the unexpected. 
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But Hu Zong Xian was composed. He calmly told Zhao Wen Hua that in fact the solution 
was very simple, just open the gate and let him in. 


Right there Zhao Wen Hua’s soul fled from him. He shouted repeatedly: 
“No, don’t, what if he comes in and then make trouble in the city, what do we do?” 


Hu Zong Xian stood up and threw a contemptuous look at his boss. Then he resolutely 
walked to the city gate and left these words: 


“Don’t worry, everything is under my control.” 


At the moment when he met Hu Zong Xian, Xu Hai finally submitted in both heart and 
mind. The man was accompanied by two aides and faced him, who was followed by a retinue 
of nearly a hundred armed and armored men, showed no sign of any worry, and calmly said: 


“Tam Hu Zong Xian, the governer general of Zhili and Zhejiang. Where is Xu Hai?” 


Xu Hai felt being overpowered like never before. Prior to that, he had never been afraid of 
anyone, including Wang Zhi. But at this moment and before this man, he was completely 
vanquished. 


Xu Hai stepped forward and subconsciously bent his knees. He respectfully saluted to the 
man who had been his irreconcilable enemy. He admitted defeat, in both heart and mind. 


Big Brother Xu even bent his knees and saluted! Just when everyone was stunned, Hu 
Zong Xian did something that was even more unexpected. 


Per our nations virtuous tradition, at this moment the reaction from the victor could be no 
other but one of the following two. Either he would “hurry forward and bring him up”, or “in 
one big shout: my dear brother, your big brother is deeply humbled.” 

But that was not Hu Zong Xian’s choice. Facing the powerful enemy who showed a great 
respect to him, he slowly extended and laid his hand atop of Xu Hai’s head. 

Everyone was shocked. They withheld their breath and were enraptured by the incredible 
scene. But more interesting things were to follow. 

Hu Zong Xian’s hand stayed on Xu Hai’s head. Although he didn’t sport the sort of unique 
martial arts like the bony paws of nine devils, he began to repeatedly tap and grope and as he 
was tapping he said: 

“You led the Japanese bandits invade and wreak havoc in our country. From now on you 


should behave yourself. Never do evil things again.” 


Whenever I read this passage, the image of a mafia boss in American gangster movies 
would appear before my eyes. Comrade Hu Zong Xian, while tapping the head of Xu Hai like 
a ball, earnestly inculcates. He is truly conducting himself like a mafia boss. 
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Everyone was stupefied, but Xu Hai was like having been brainwashed. He docilely 
allowed Hu Zong Xian to grope his head and teach him a lesson. The reason was simple, he 


had been completely subdued. 


After the surrender ceremony, Xu Hai chose Village Shen as his temporary residence and 
lived together with his men. Hu Zong Xian had indicated he would need time to settle his men 


to find jobs and become good citizens. 


Having said those words, Hu Zong Xian left and busied himself. Xu Hai then placidly 
waited to have a new job and be settled. But he didn’t know that Governor Hu didn’t go to see 
veteran’s service agencies and neighborhood associations, nor did he go to find cultivatable 
lands. But rather he went to see a man. He was convinced that with this man’s help, Xu Hai’s 


issue would be completely resolved, in a very unique and simple way. 
This man was Chen Dong. 


Immersed in happiness, Xu Hai began to look forward to a good life. Wang Cui Qiao was 
also very happy. From now on she would no longer have to follow her husband to evade 
pursuits and live a peripatetic life. They would go to a quiet place, dwell in a quiet house, and 
lead a quiet life. Both firmly believed happiness was waiting for them ahead. 


The usually alert Xu Hai lost his keen sense of smell. He didn’t notice that at the place he 
was Staying, there also lived a group of strangers, who monitored his every move in vengeful 
eyes. 

In a night a few days later, while Xu Hai was dreaming his wife being titled and his 
children being nourished, these men tore off their camouflage and launched a sudden attack to 


him and his men. They were Chen Dong’s men. 


No one thought that under this circumstance, someone would dare to attack them. Thus in 
the panic, everyone cared only to flee. Xu Hai was no exception, his reaction was swift. Amid 
the chaos he even managed to bring Wang Cui Qiao to flee with him. 


But he wasn’t able to escape, for Hu Zong Xian’s plan had always been flawless. By dawn, 
his men were all annihilated. He was also tightly surrounded by Chen Dong’s men. Seeing 
there was no way out, he sighed and then drowned himself. 

The number two bandit, Xu Hai, who had been pillaging the world with impunity, was 
thus eliminated by his former partner Chen Dong. But the victory didn’t belong to Chen Dong. 
Three months later, the man who should be rewarded in theory was killed together with Ye 
Ma, his brother in duress. The heads of the three men were sent to the capital. The emperor 


was very pleased. He personally went to the temple of ancestors to worship in celebration. 


The only winner was Hu Zong Xian. Despite that his military strength was insufficient he 
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employed precise and unpredictable wisdom and flawless and complicated schemes to push 
Xu Hai to the end of the road step by step. And in the whole process, he never had to use 
much force. He only had to slightly use his hands and mouth to drive others to work for him. 
Even the final elimination of Xu Hai was done using someone else’s knife. 


Overviewing the entire process, the strategizing, intrigues, and sinister cunnings could 
have well been written in the text book of The Art of Thick and Black, to be admired by tens of 
thousands. 


Once a forefather of The Art of Thick and Black said one shouldn’t do anything illegal, but 


one could do anything immoral. By this theory, Hu Zong Xian would be an ardent practitioner. 


Under the then circumstance, it didn’t seem to be illegal that Hu Zong Xian rooted out 


bandits and killed traitors for the country, but it was absolutely immoral. 


Ancients said “killing prisoners is inauspicious”. Xu Hai had already surrendered and 
killing him bordered on shamelessness. Obviously Hu Zong Xian didn’t believe in that, nor 
did he mind others saying he was shameless. He did it and did it cleanly. If he had to be 
shameless, he would be shameless to the end. No one could stop him. 


There is no retribution in this world. Perhaps this was what Hu Zong Xian was thinking. 
Probably ten years later Hu Zong Xian would change his mind. 


On Wang Cui Qiao’s ending, there are no records in official histories. In a word, she should 
have been dead. 


But on how she died, there were two completely different versions. One version said she 
died in the chaos of that raid and her body was never found. 


Another version was rather an exceptionally sad and moving story. 


When Xu Hai drowned himself Wang Cui Qiao also wanted to die but she failed. She was 
taken prisoner and delivered to Hu Zong Xian. Here the imagination of the people got fully 
displayed and manifested. Some said Hu Zong Xian wanted to give her to Luo Long Wen. 
Some even said Hu Zong Xian got interested in her and wanted her to be his concubine. 


Although there are many tales and there are many versions of the men alluded, one thing is 


the same, she refused all of them. 


Xu Hai was already dead, but she could still continue to live. Those who wanted to marry 


her still formed a line. She could still continue to marry and live a sumptuous life. 


But she refused. She chose death to end her life, in order to commemorate the man who 
died before her. 


Soon, one day, while not being noticed, she escaped. Facing the sea, she wailed: 
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“Ming Shan, I am sorry for letting you down!” 
Then she threw herself into the sea and went after Xu Hai. 


To many people now, this sort of conduct seemed to be dimwitted. Isn’t living enjoyable? 
Why choose death? 


Sure, this was an illogical choice. Just like the time many years ago, when Pirate Xu Hai 
came to her and the choice she made back then, it was illogical and there was really no logic in 
it. 

In terms of its value in history record, it’s something not that reliable. In other words, its 
authenticity is low. But I still used this material. 


In this story, I sense a kind of emotion that was not swung by the direction of the wind and 
changed by the lure of wealth. That is really the true reason for the two illogical choices. 
Although time and the world change, that remains unchanged. 


I know it’s false, but I hope it’s true. 


The story about Wang Cui Qiao moved many. After that, her storied experience was 
written in a book titled The Life of Jin Yun Qiao. It was very popular in early Qing and was the 
number one popular book. But if you have not read it, it isn’t strange, for the book didn’t keep 
up with the advance of the time and hasn’t been reprinted since the forties of last century. 
Back then not until I searched for two days in the provincial library, was I able to find a 
damaged copy of a book that is older than me by more than eighty years. It was truly not easy. 

Just like that, Wang Cui Qiao gradually disappeared. It seems that she never existed. But 
many don’t know that the name of the extraordinary woman had gone out of China into Asia. 
In Japan and Korea, Wang Cui Qiao is well known. In Vietnam, if you say that you don’t know 
Wang Cui Qiao, you'll be ridiculed like you are illiterate. In Vietnamese literary history, The 
Life of Jin Yun Qiao is equivalent to China’s Dreams of the Red Chamber. That shows the influence 
of it. 

With such a storied life, the ocean-like love lives forever. 

Rest in peace, no more. 

It was said before her death, Wang Cui Qiao lamented to the sky about Hu Zong Xian’s 
betrayal and issued her final curse: 

“Hu Mei Lin (Hu Zong Xian’s pseudoname), you dare to unjustly kill a surrendered man. If 
Heaven has his way, He'll avenge on you!” 

Thus according to philosophical analysis, the so-said “Killing prisoners is inauspicious” 


and “If Heaven has his way, He’ll avenge on you” are probably things that are categorized as 
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superstitions. But superstitions are believed because some believe them. 


Back then Bai Qi® didn’t believe it. Xiang Yu” didn’t believe it. Chang Yu Chun didn’t 
believe it. And Hu Zong Xian also didn’t believe it. 


Nevertheless, Bai Qi died of a violent death. Nevertheless, Xiang Yu lost. Nevertheless, 
Chang Yu Chun died suddenly at age forty. Nevertheless...... 


As a human being, one has to have some moral conscience. 


But it seems to be unfair to criticize Hu Zong Xian. No matter what, what he had done was 
not for himself. He did it for the country and for the people. For the time being he couldn’t 
care much about these because there was a more formidable enemy waiting for him. 


Xu Hai’s death should be good news to Wang Zhi. From now on he had one fewer 


competitor. But to Hu Zong Xian, the task ahead was still heavy and far flung. 


It’s because Wang Zhi was just too powerful. By some account, besides the troops directly 
under his command, the number of Japanese bandits who were controlled and influenced by 
him numbered over fifty thousand. But the total number of troops Hu Zong Xian was able to 
muster was just over a hundred thousand. In addition, he had to defend both the provinces of 


Zhejiang and Zhili. It was impossible to use force to resolve the problem. 


But it was also very difficult to use intrigues to root out him. Wang Zhi had gone to the sea 
for decades and was more cunning than Xu Hai. More importantly, Hu Zong Xian slowly 
came to recognize a cruel reality: Xu Hai was just an employee, who worked his way up on his 
own effort. Everything was done once he was killed. But Wang Zhi was a boss. During the 
years, he had acquired dozens of forces and his business has grown to scale. Boss Wang was 
the head and people listened to him. If Boss Wang was killed, the lieutenants under him 
would be out of control and if that happened, it would mean more trouble. 


Hu Zong Xian came to a very pessimistic conclusion: Wang Zhi must not die. 


But if Wang Zhi is not dead then how is the bandit problem going to be solved? This was a 
problem for which Hu Zong Xian had no solution. He had to cerebrate very hard, until Xu Wei 
found the appropriate solution for him. 


“To suppress the Japanese bandits, we don’t need to kill Wang Zhi,” Xu Wei said 
confidently: “All we need to do is to lure him ashore and success will be ours!” 


°° Bai Qi, a General of the State of Qin in Warring States period, who was said to have killed over four hundred thousand 
prisoners of war after a battle that eventually led to the collapse of the State of Zhao. 

°° Xiang Yu, the self-anointed king of the State of Chu after the collapse of the Qin Dynasty. I’m not sure why his name is 
used in this context. He is best known for being too indecisive in the war against Liu Bang (the founder of the Han Dynasty) 
after Qin’s collapse. He is not known as a prisoner killer. 
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War, the Last Choice 


The birth of an idiot 


Hu Zong Xian understood what Xu Wei meant. Thus he prepared to send an envoy to ask 


Wang Zhi to come over for negotiation. But unexpectedly, Wang Zhi came voluntarily. 


In October of year thirty six of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1557), Wang Zhi suddenly 
came to the coast of Zhejiang and moored at Port Cen of Zhoushan. He came with several 


thousand men and large numbers of blunderbusses and guns. 


Hu Zong Xian was startled. If Wang Zhi came armed like that, he surely didn’t mean good. 
He issued the order to put the troops on high alert, built fortifications, put curfews in place, 
and was ready for war. 


But this time, his guess was wrong. 


Hu Zong Xian’s action greatly incensed Wang Zhi, who sent Mao Hai Feng to express his 


outrage: 


“This time I come because I’m determined to fulfill my part of the agreement. I want to 
stop the fighting. Your Excellency should send a representative to welcome me. At least you 
should invite me to dine. But now you mustered your forces and banned the movement of 
ships. Are you humbugging me?” 

Actually Boss Wang was indeed sincere. Not only did he come personally, he also had a 
few Japanese feudal lords with him. But now he was received with doors shut in front of him, 
which was truly mortifying. 

Hu Zong Xian this time miscalculated. He who had always been cunning didn’t expect 
Wang Zhi to be so genuinely sincere. He panicked and immediately sent a representative 
again to apologize and hope that Wang Zhi would come ashore to negotiate. 

But Wang Zhi, crestfallen, wouldn’t agree. He indicated that trust had been lost between 


them and he would not come ashore. 
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Hu Zong Xian had to scratch his head and after mulling for quite a while came up with an 
idea. He found Wang Zhi’s son (his biological son, not adopted and was being house arrested 
in Jinhua) and instructed him to write and urge his father to come ashore quickly. He also 
hinted in the letter if Wang Zhi didn’t obey, he would kill his son. 


Soon, Hu Zong Xian received the reply. When he opened it, he was dumbfounded. 
In the letter, Wang Zhi said nothing about the negotiation. He only said these words to his 


son: 


“Son, how can you be so foolish? You eat well and live well because your father is outside. 
If your father comes, then the whole family will be dead!” 


Hu Zong Xian, play with me? You are still too green! 


The scheme failed. Hu Zong Xian clearly saw Wang Zhi was way smarter than Xu Hai and 
was absolutely his match. He would be a very tough opponent. 


But Hu Zong Xian wasn’t dispirited in front of such a strong opponent. On the contrary, he 
became more excited. The game has become more interesting. 


Hu Zong Xian was convinced although Wang Zhi was powerful, he was still human. As 
long as he was a human being, he had weaknesses and had vulnerable soft spots that could be 


exploited. What made Wang Zhi vulnerable was trade and paying tributes. 


Wang Zhi was in the end a business man. His purpose of coming after travelling thousands 
of lis was nothing but to discuss this issue. In the meantime, Hu Zong Xian also discovered an 
interesting phenomenon, although Wang Zhi indicated he didn’t want to negotiate, he stayed 
there and didn’t move. 


Then he came up with this conclusion: Wang Zhi very much wanted to negotiate. But 
because of his pride and he didn’t trust him, he couldn’t decide what to do. If the thin veil of 
mistrust is broken and he is lured ashore, he would surely be in his hands and become a thing 


easily manipulated. 
But gaining Wang Zhi’s trust was easier said than done. 


After a careful consideration and planning, Hu Zong Xian finally made up his mind on an 
idea. Just like before, once again he chose to use a person as a point of breakthrough. But 
unlike before, this time he was confident about his victory. 

Very soon, Mao Hai Feng, who was aboard with Wang Zhi, received a secret missive from 


Hu Zong Xian, in which he was invited to come ashore for a tour. 


Mao Hai Feng had always had a strong friendly feeling toward Hu Zong Xian. But he was 
after all Wang Zhi’s adopted son. Right after having received letter, he immediately presented 
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it to Wang Zhi. 


Having read through the letter, Wang Zhi pondered for a moment, and then instructed 
Mao Hao Feng: 


“You'd better go.” 


With Wang Zhi’s permission, Mao Hai Feng boarded a boat, came ashore, and saw Hu 


Zong Xian, who welcomed him warmly with a face full of smiles. 


Mao Hai Feng came to do business. He was direct and candid and asked why Hu Zong 


Xian invited him and if Hu was sincere about resolving the stalemate. 


But Hu Zong Xian didn’t seem to come for business. He dragged Mao Hai Feng to go toa 
welcome banquet. He also indicated they were all brothers, they should not discuss those 
things for the moment, and they should get themselves fed first. 


Discussing business on a banquet table has been our country’s glorious tradition. But 
unexpectedly to him, when Hu Zong Xian said it was time to eat, he meant to eat. He didn’t 
want to talk about anything else. For several times Mao Hai Feng wanted to say something, 


but every time it was intentionally or unintentionally interrupted by Hu Zong Xian. 


The day grew dark, more wine was drunk. It seemed Hu Zong Xian had drunk so much 
that he was not sober anymore. But Mao Hai Feng became restless. He wouldn’t forget the task 
Wang Zhi personally assigned to him, to gather information and get to the bottom. 


Actually in this banquet, Mao Hai Feng was not the only nervous man. The drunken 
(feigned) Hu Zong Xian now was also very nervous. Based on the ensuing events, prior to that, 
he should have read the Romance of Three Kingdoms many times, especially a very well-known 
chapter in the book. 


Hu Zong Xian was totally drunk. He held Mao Hai Feng and said, we are brothers, tonight 
you shouldn’t need to stay at the guest house and you must come to stay with me in my home. 


Mao Hai Feng resolutely declined but Hu Zong Xian was adamant. Then Mao Hai Feng 
gave in. 

Holding the hands of Hu Zong Xian, who was completely intoxicated, Mao Hai Feng 
entered the bedroom of the governer general for the first time. He helped Lord Hu, who now 
had become unconscious, to his bed and then walked to the secretary at the side. Upon 
entering the room, he had already discovered the desk was heaped with official documents. 
He was certain there had to be something related to Wang Zhi. 


Hu Zong Xian, lying in bed, was also very sure about that. 


Pretty quickly, Mao Hai Feng managed to find the documents he was interested. But once 
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he opened them one by one, he saw two completely opposite opinions. First there was a big 
pile of files, whose main authors were Yu Da You and Lu Tang. What they wrote were nothing 
but hatred toward the Japanese bandits. They demanded to skin Wang Zhi. But once Mao Hai 
Feng reached to the bottom of the pile, he discovered a document with completely different 
content. 


It was a memorial written to the Court. It repeatedly lobbied on behalf of Wang Zhi. It also 
expressed that peace should be of the utmost importance and using force was out of 
consideration. Its author was Hu Zong Xian. 


After reading the document, Mao Hai Feng was pacified. He went to bed and quietly 
soothed his nervous emotion that had reached its zenith. 


Of course he wasn’t aware that as he was flipping and reading the documents, a pair of 
eyes had been watching him. That was Lord Hu, who was supposed to be fast asleep. Actually 
he was more nervous than Mao Hai Feng. If you, my brother, don’t find what I’ve written, 
then all of my work will be wasted. 


Early next morning, Mao Hai Feng, who had taken the pill that pacified him, came to bid 
goodbye to Hu Zong Xian, who didn’t try to keep him, for there was nothing else to talk 
between them anymore. 

You don’t know why I’m so excited. Mao Hai Feng left, feeling somewhat proud. 

Actually I know everything. Hu Zong Xian seemed to have reason for being more proud. 

Wang Zhi finally was convinced by Hu Zong Xian, he believed what his adopted son saw 
in his own eyes. After a moment of hesitation, he proposed the final condition: 

“You send someone over as a hostage and I’ll come ashore to surrender.” 

As Hu Zong Xian’s confidant, Xia Zheng took up the important task. He went to the enemy 
ship alone to win Wang Zhi’s trust. But unfortunately, the fellow would never come back 
again, due to a foolish mistake. 

In November of year thirty six of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1557), after having dealt 
with each other for several years, Hu Zong Xian and Wang Zhi, the two old nemeses finally 
met and sat down together. As he had promised, Hu Zong Xian was courteous to Wang Zhi 
and never restricted his freedom. It was not because Lord Hu believed that a proud large 


country should be always trustworthy. Rather it was simply a rule that had to be observed 
when one was facing someone of power. 


History has told us that morality and justice can only be put on the table for discussion 


when both sides are of equal strength. Xu Hai was dead and Wang Zhi was alive. 
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On this point, Wang Zhi had a clear understanding. He roamed about, seemingly 
unconcerned, and waited for the Court to offer a bid. 


But he could never have thought events would take unexpected turns. 


Thus far the men involved in this game had been all masters who were each other’s 
matches. Xu Hai, Wang Zhi, Xu Wei, and Hu Zong Xian were all men of unusual talents. They 
knew the rules and were willing to bet and willing to admit defeat if their bets weren’t in their 
favor. But in this world, there has never been lack of idiots. 


Well boozed and fed, Wang Zhi got bored. Then Hu Zong Xian said to him, why don’t you 
go for a ride in Hangzhou? 


That was a suggestion that he would regret for the rest of his life. 


Wang Zhi happily went to Hangzhou. The grand scheme that Hu Zong Xian and Xu Wei 
had for years exhausting their wits in planning would thus be completely trashed, all due to 


the sudden emergence of an idiot. 
The name of the idiot was Wang Ben Gu. 


Mr. Wang Ben Gu’s position was circuit censor of Zhejiang. Several years ago, it was a 
position held by Hu Zong Xian. But comparing to his predecessor, the successor’s level of 


wisdom would firmly be on par with the standard of an imbecile. 


We have previously mentioned that circuit censors were only seventh grades. But they 
were very powerful. They were allowed to check on inspectors and governors and had the 
right to report on them. Mr. Wang Ben Gu, just as his name implied, had been always a 
stubborn man. He had nothing to show in fighting the bandits, but was profuse in spittle. 


Hu Zong Xian was very much frustrated with the man. But he couldn’t afford to offend 
him. Thus he had been passively resisting him. Now Wang Zhi was going to Hangzhou, 
Worried that the fool would make trouble, Hu Zong Xian gave him the heads-up, requesting 
him to offer a good reception to his guest and prepare the lodgings. 

When Wang Zhi arrived in Hangzhou, Wang Ben Gu fulfilled his promises. He prepared a 
room, a prison cell, for the guest who had come from far away. 

To Mr. Wang Ben Gu, the logic was very simple. Wang Zhi was a bandit and he should be 
arrested. In addition, for years he had achieved nothing. Now a big fish had come and 


presented itself, what was he waiting for if he didn’t catch it and ask for rewards? 


Hu Zong Xian was livid. He immediately asked Wang Ben Gu to release Wang Zhi. But 
although Censor Wang was as good as an idiot in fighting Japanese bandits, on filing 
complaints he was an expert. He immediately wrote to the Court and defended himself. He 
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also very shamelessly offered his speculation that perhaps Hu Zong Xian had violated the 
rules and was bribed for him to so brazenly protect Wang Zhi. 


Hu Zong Xian wrote repeatedly and beseeched the Court to consider the reality to not kill 
Wang Zhi so that he could be used to work for the country as a check on the Japanese bandits. 
But, in eloquent rebuffs, numerous “righteous and upright” men in the Court immediately 
charged if Hu Zong Xian dared so openly to protect a criminal, there must be some secret. All 


of a sudden, it seemed Hu Zong Xian would be sent to prison. 


In order to avoid being a neighbor with Wang Zhi, Hu Zong Xian had to compromise to 
reality. He modified his opinion and made it clear on where he stood: he agreed to have Wang 
Zhi executed. 


Years of arduous and careful planning thus was all ruined in an instant. 


After receiving the news, Mao Hai Feng immediately executed Xia Zheng and had him 
savagely dismembered. That was perhaps the only way for him to vent his outrage. 

A year later, Wang Zhi was sent to the execution ground and executed. Together with him 
executed was his son. Just like the letter he wrote that stunned Hu Zong Xian, Wang Zhi now 
at the last moment to his son once again made an assertion that was the most daring in his life. 

“Tt doesn’t matter if I am killed. The only ones that will suffer are the people of Zhejiang. 
After I’m dead, this area will be in turmoil for ten years!” 


Actual events proved it was a very prophetic statement. 


Befalling of darkness 


After Wang Zhi got arrested, Hu Zong Xian fell into a deep depression. Ever since he 
started fighting the bandits, he had never been so much at a loss on what to do. Years of 
experience told him Wang Zhi’s death would be a turning point. Countless number of 
Japanese bandits would come ashore and kill and pillage with impunity. No one would be 
able to restrain them anymore. With the forces he had now, he wouldn’t be able to stop their 


violence. 
The darkest time was coming. 


Out of his wits, Hu Zong Xian hurried to see Xu Wei. But Teacher Xu was even more 


emotional than him. As soon as they met, he cursed in his native Shaoxing dialect: 


“Wang Ben Gu, the damned fool! Death to him! Death to him!” 
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Then Governor Hu was calmed. He quietly looked at Xu Wei and waited. Based on past 
experiences, after the fellow dispersed his spittle, he had been always come up with some 
ideas. 


But this time it seemed to be different. After Xu Wei finished his cursing, he fell into a 
silence. Not a word was uttered by him. 


Hu Zong Xian couldn’t sit still anymore. He started talking, which broke the silence. 

“Given where the matter is, it doesn’t help with curses. Now the situation is urgent and 
dangerous, what should we do?” 

Xu Wei deliberated for a long time and finally gave an answer: 

“Now inducement and pacification have failed, the only option left is fight.” 


But this was not the answer Hu Zong Xian wanted to hear, nor was it acceptable. If he 
could fight, he would have fought long ago. He wouldn’t have played so many tricks. Why 
would he have waited until now? 


But now, he had no other choice. 


In fact for a long time Hu Zong Xian had been suffering in humiliation. Wang Zhi, Xu Hai, 
pirates, and traitors were after all, all bandits. They were not Hu Zong Xian’s guests and 
neither were they his friends. They led Japanese in committing killings and pillages. There 
should have been no need to be polite with them. But he had to be polite to them and move 


one step at a time because he didn’t have enough strength. 


But despite his patience and restraints, now green mountains remained the same but rivers 
of blood still kept flowing. 


He had not enough strength and he had not enough capability. But if he couldn’t endure 
anymore then he had no need to continue to endure. 


Finally, with his fists smacking the table, he finally stood up and poured out all the rages in 
his heart: 


“Let's fight! I can’t believe that our country doesn’t have men who can fight!” 
The prelude of an earth shaking decisive battle thus began. 


Hu Zong Xian began to mobilize, stockpile provisions, and build fortifications. He knew 
very well what was waiting for him ahead was going to be a long and arduous war. Only the 
ones who were able to hang on to the end would be the final victors. 


*’ This paragraph is omitted from the translation. There is no good way to translate this. Not translating this also doesn’t in 
anyway disrupt the context. 
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But even in his wildest dreams he could not have imagined that the prelude to the war 
would be an unprecedented sound defeat. 


The hardest thing in everything is the beginning. To ensure an opening success, Hu Zong 
Xian sent out his most capable subordinate Yu Da You, who commanded the best troops, and 
was going to attack a target that seemed to be an easy take. 


The target was Wang Zhi’s adopted son Mao Hai Feng. After Wang Zhi was arrested, he 
killed Xia Zheng. But he wasn’t able to escape. He was surrounded by Ming troops at Port Cen. 
By now most of his men had fled and only less than a thousand remained. 


Hu Zong Xian, with troops numbering several times and his famous general, was 


determined to destroy the entrapped enemy remnants. 
In the spring of year thirty seven of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1558), the battle began. 


Now Yu Da You had been promoted to the adjutant to the governor. He had the command 
of the military and had been through hundreds of battles. He also thought it would be a cinch 
to have Mao Hai Feng defeated. 


But the world is so colorful because it always brings surprises to people. Yu Da You 


mustered a large force, attacked, met stubborn resistance, and was defeated. 


Victories and defeats are common affairs in wars. Thus Yu Da You didn’t think much of it. 


But not long after, he found that things were not right. 


The attack began in the spring and lasted into summer. The scenery and weather changed 
but the daily battle reports didn’t change. Yu Da You brought out all he had. He fought on 
land and at sea. He employed lances and guns. He dug tunnels and played tricks. He utilized 
everything he could utilize. But Port Cen and Mao Hai Feng still stoically stood there. They 


repelled Ming army’s attacks one after another. 


Mao Hai Feng was fighting for his life, not because he wanted to survive but more because 
he was angry. In this game of high level intelligence, he had trusted Hu Zong Xian without 
reservation. He believed Hu’s promises and was convinced matters would come out fine with 
good resolutions. 


But once the news of Wang Zhi’s arrest came, all of his hopes became angry fire. He 
thought he had been cheated. In his eyes, Hu Zong Xian and Wang Ben Gu were all the 
Court’s men and there was no difference between them. 


We say the rough fears the tough and the tough fears the daredevil. If one is not afraid of 
death, then he has nothing else to fear. Although Yu Da You was unmatched in martial arts, he 
wasn’t able to smother the fellow who fought without regard for his life. If a round of hodge- 


podge punches is enough to beat to death an old master, then after a round of punches helter- 
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skelter, even Master Yu, who had conquered the Shaolin Temple, ran out of ideas. 


The battle raged on for days and nights. Springs went and summer came. Then another late 
autumn came. Yu Day You became very worried, so did Hu Zong Xian. If the battle continued 
like this, everyone had to spend the New Year’s Day at Port Cen. 


But in the end they didn’t have to celebrate the new spring with Mao Hai Feng. On that, 
they had to attribute the success to their boss, the emperor. 


Nearly ten thousand battling nearly a thousand and it went on and on. Spring went and 
autumn came and there was still no result. The emperor was furious: are you a bunch of 
hogsheads of good-for-nothings? 


He directly issued his order: 


Yu Da You, garrison commander of Zhejiang, has not achieved good results so far. 
Henceforth one month is given to take Port Cen! If the port is not taken in time, from the 


commander on down, everyone will be removed from his position and prosecuted! 


Now Yu Da You was in trouble. He went to see Hu Zong Xian and wanted to get some 


help from his boss. 


But Hu Zong Xian shrugged his shoulders. Sullen faced, he told Yu: I’m not good at 
fighting. This problem has to be taken care of by you alone. I hope you'll get it done as soon as 
possible. Otherwise yours truly is going to fall together with you. 


So trying to get help within the hierarchy got him nowhere. Yu Da You stumped his feet, 
gnashed his teeth, and went back to the front line. He exhorted his men to attack day and night. 
But this time Mao Hai Feng was like a man who had eaten ballast and whose heart was as 
hard as iron. He vowed to resist to the end. More than twenty days went by and there was still 


no progress. 


With the deadline looming and with all alternatives exhausted, Yu Da You had to resort to 


the last trick, a military conference. 


In the meeting, Yu Da You once again encouraged his men to fight. In addition, he didn’t 
feel embarrassed to publicly read the emperor’s order, in which he was scolded. Then he 
plainly told everyone, the emperor is angry and the consequence will be serious; if you can do 
anything, don’t hesitate to contribute; otherwise if I get fired, every one of you won’t be able to 
escape! You'll all go down with me! 

He had the reason for saying those words. The emperor’s order was clear. If the enemy 
isn’t defeated in time, everyone from the garrison commander down will be fired and 
prosecuted. The garrison commander was Yu Da You. Under him there were several levels. 
They were the deputy garrison commander, colonels, and generals of raiders. What Yu Da You 
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meant was the team would be the one to blame. If I have to take the blame, you too will have 
to take the blame! 


Everyone was very worried. In order to keep their jobs, they all went back and got busy 
preparing for battle. Then a colonel went to see Yu Da You. He volunteered to be the forward 
to defeat Mao Hai Feng. 


Yu Da You looked at the colonel who had volunteered and asked: 
“Are you sure?” 

The colonel answered confidently: 

“Y'll do the best and we'll win!” 


Yu Da You nodded but in his heart he was unsure. It had been a battle that even he 


couldn’t win, who else could win? 
But at the moment fire was burning his brows. He had to get by with what he had. 


But once the colonel got the command, he didn’t act right away. Instead, he reduced the 
frequency of attacks. He only sent a few soldiers to the front to provoke for battle. Except that 
nothing else was done. Yu Da You urged several times but everything remained the same. 
There was still no fighting. 


The deadline was approaching and even the emperor got restive. Before the one month 
deadline expired, he had issued the order that relieved Yu Da You and others. At the end he 
put down a few words, for now you'll not be prosecuted, you need to get the job done in order 


to avoid being charged. 


Relieved but not prosecuted? So if the port remains untaken, then everyone has to walk 
into the prison hand in hand. Just when Yu Da You became so anxious that he was ready to 
take up his weapon to go into the battle himself, a report of victory came. Port Cen had finally 
been taken. 


Actually during this period, Yu Da You’s colonel didn’t sit idle. What he employed was a 
very clever psychological tactic. He first slowed down the tempo of the attacks in order to 
relax the enemy’s high nervous tensions. In the meantime he carefully inspected the terrain 
and chose the appropriate point of break. When the timing was right, he at once launched an 
all-out assault and destroyed the enemy. 


In this way, the Battle of the Port Cen that had lasted for over half a year ended. In this 
battle, the Ming army suffered more than three thousand in casualties. Fewer than one 
thousand enemies were eliminated and some of the bandits escaped. It was truly humiliating 
and embarrassing. 
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But Comrade Civility and Tranquility was generous. He fulfilled his promise. He didn’t 
punish Yu Da You and his men and also restored their positions. 


Yu Da You, having managed to escape from a certain catastrophe, was very emotional. He 
specially went to his able subordinate and sincerely exclaimed: 


“How embarrassing, I have to say I’m not as good as you.” 


These words were not rare, for Yu Da You had always been a modest person. But people in 
later generations almost all thought these words of his didn’t just show his modesty, they also 
stated a fact. 


The great Yu Da You finally met a general who was even greater than him, because the 
name of the colonel was Qi Ji Guang. 


A general from birth 


In year fourteen of Martial Splendor (AD 1381), the famous generals Fu You De and Lan Yu 
led an expedition into Yunnan. They were invincible and it went well. Soon after, the garrison 
general of Yuan, the Prince of Liang killed himself and the entire Yunnan was restored to 


peace. 


After the end of the expedition, following the custom, Fu You De submitted the list of 


names of the officers died in battle so that they could be commemorated. 
When Zhu Yuan Zhang reviewed the list, his eyes were fixed on a name, Qi Xiang. 


It was a name he was familiar with. Twenty eight years ago (year thirteen of Ultimate 
Justice of Yuan, AD 1353), when he broke up with Guo Zi Xing and was on the way attacking 
Dingyuan, this man came to join him, followed him as his personal guard in battles and 
expeditions, and made a lot of contributions. 


Thus he issued an order with a profound impact: 
“Award Qi Bin, the son of Qi Xiang, the title of general of manifested prowess. Appoint 
him the adjutant to the garrison commander of Dengzhou. Make it a hereditary position.” 


By making it a hereditary position, it meant from now on as long as the family didn’t die 
out and was able to always produce sons, the position as a general belonged to the Qi family, 
until the Company of the Great Ming collapsed. 


Then thereafter, the Qi family, with the long term food stamp in hand, lived a worry free 
life. But throughout the generations the descendants had limited capabilities, although they 
worked assiduously, no significant figures emerged, until the dark night one hundred forty 


eight years later. 
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On October 1% of year seven of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1528), amid anxieties, Qi Jing 
Tong, the executive officer in charge of southern watercourse transportation welcomed the 
birth of his son. Although the time of birth was midnight, when father Qi finished his obstetric 
work, it was already dawn. 


Dawn appeared in the east and the sun rose. The sun rays penetrated the cloud. The 
dazzling radiance shone on everything in the world. Qi Jing Tong put down the diaper cloth in 
his hands. When he looked outside of the window, the dark haze all disappeared and the sun 
shined brilliantly on the horizon, thus he came up the name for his son: 


“Let me call him Ji Guang*’.” 


In Japanese war history books, there is a phrase used in describing the end of a war and it’s 


highly frequently used. The phrase is “break as jade.” 


The phrase used in those contexts carries not much the usual sense of heroism in our 
imaginations. According to Japanese customs, all those who died in battlefields, regardless of 
killed in action, dying of sickness or hunger, or ending up in hapless death while fleeing, were 
described as broke as jade. 


For example, back then Sun Li Ren” soundly defeated the Japanese forces in Myanmar and 
buried alive nearly a thousand Japanese soldiers. In Japan, the news headlines about this were 


the soldiers of the Great Empire of Japan broke as jade, although there was nothing heroic. 


If the concept was used on Qi Ji Guang, then his nickname should be The Smasher. 
According to statistics, in those a few years, among the Japanese bandits, over eighty percent 
of them broke as jade when they ran into Qi Ji Guang. 


From year thirty eight (AD 1559) through year forty five (AD 1666) of Civility and 
Tranquility, Qi Ji Guang fought thirteen battles. In each battle he destroyed the enemy almost 
completely. The maximum casualty he suffered numbered sixty nine. The casualty ratio 
between the enemy force and his force averaged 30:1, it was unprecedented and unrepeated. 
His deeds shine in history. 


Qi Ji Guang would be a name that brought most terrifying nightmares to Japanese bandits. 


Since ancient times, titles can be hereditary but genius is not carried through generations. 
As the father of a genius, Qi Jing Tong was surely a man of average capability. But he 


possessed two rare traits: honesty and diligence. 


Although he didn’t have special talents, his career had not been bad. From adjutant to the 


garrison commander of Dengzhou he was promoted to executive commander of Daning. Then 


° The two words mean the ensuing light. 
°° A senior Chinese general in World War II, who commanded the Chinese Expeditionary Force in Myanmar. 
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he was transferred to the capital as the deputy commander of the Smart Weapons Brigade. He 
became a senior general in the Ming army. 


Usually speaking, if someone’s dad was a high level official, he should live in a family of 
descent means. But Qi Ji Guang was an exception. Since his childhood, thanks to his father, his 
living condition was just average. 


Qi Jing Tong was an honest man and conducted himself with integrity. He never worked 
for gray money and for several times voluntarily turned in the red packets he received from 
the people he worked with, for which he received repeated praises from his superior. For 


decades he lived only on his salary. In Ming, it meant the only result was he lived plainly. 


But Qi Jing Tong didn’t mind. On the contrary, he inculcated his son to learn from him, 


serve with honesty and integrity, and dedicate his career to contributing to the country. 


Facts proved Qi Ji Guang successfully satisfied his father’s demands, limited only to the 


second part. 


Like many scholars, since his childhood, Qi Ji Guang studied hard. Because his family was 
of moderate means and he dressed plainly, many children of rich families looked down on 
him. 

But suddenly, when he was at age ten, one day the teacher walked into the classroom and 
didn’t start the class, instead, he solemnly told all the students, from now on, everyone had to 
be very careful when they played with Classmate Qi Ji Guang. They were told not to do 
anything dangerous, for if something happened to him, they would be in big trouble, because 
Classmate Qi now had become a fourth grade general. 


When Qi Ji Guang was born, Qi Jing Tong was already over fifty. In year seventeen of 
Civility and Tranquility (AD 1538), he thought he was old and he retired. Per government 
regulations and his personal wish, his position would be inherited by the ten year old Qi Ji 
Guang. Although it had not been formalized, Qi Ji Guang had already become a general, at 


least in name. 


An average man had to study for decades, take tests and become a distinguished scholar. 
At most he would become a sixth or seventh grade official and he still had to work arduously 
to gain seniority. But Student Qi Ji Guang had already become a fourth grade official at only 
age ten. This was how the so-called children of high level officials got trained. 


But to Qi Ji Guang, it wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Very soon, a difficult problem was 
presented to him. 


According to government regulations, a mid to high level official like Qi Ji Guang was 
required to ride a carriage when he went out. But Qi Ji Guang’s family was of a limited means 
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and couldn’t afford to buy one. It would be too shameful if he took bus number 11. Reluctantly, 
he had to stay at home. 


The ten year old General Qi had to quit school and study hard at home. Then a teacher 
heard about the matter and volunteered to come to continue to teach Qi Ji Guang. 


Of course Qi Ji Guang was very happy but he also worried about the tuition. In those years, 
it wasn’t much cheaper to hire a private tutor than buying a carriage. 


But a long time went by and the teacher never mentioned about money. He came every day 
at his own cost. Once the class was over, he would leave without even eating. 


Qi Ji Guang was very puzzled and also felt very ashamed. One day, he used some money 
and prepared a very sumptuous meal, hoping to dine with his teacher. 


But he could never have thought that the teacher, upon seeing the dishes on the table, 
became enraged. Instead of eating, he loudly reprimanded: 


“Your family is of limited means but you are so wasteful. Do you think I come here just for 


a meal?” 


Qi Ji Guang couldn’t utter a single word. Not until the dishes were all immediately taken 
away, did geniality return to the face of the teacher, who then said to Qi Ji Guang in all earnest: 


“Although you are a general by inheritance, you are so industrious and study so hard, 
which is a rarity. I come to teach you simply hope that you will keep studying without relapse 
and become capable so that you can serve the country. That’s all I’m hoping for.” 


Looking at the unselfish teacher, Qi Ji Guang could come up with no words. All he could 
do was to withhold the tears in his eyes and solemnly saluted to his teacher. 


Time went on and the meager life continued. The teacher still came and still didn’t want to 


be paid. Qi Ji Guang also kept studying hard. But change took place inconspicuously. 


Being poor but virtuous, being strict but forgiving, from his father and his teacher, Qi Ji 
Guang established the tenet that would guide him for his entire life. If his duty was to serve 
the country, how could he mind his personal gain or loss! 


Soon after in a night, while he was hard at study under the light, young Qi Ji Guang took 
his brush and stroke down a prose and the guiding principle of his life that would last in 
history. 

For now, worry-free, in my little dwelling my sleep is so sound, 


But concerns about the old ally*° loiter around. 
Fill wine jars, for I have guests come through my door, 


*° Japan, or more specifically, the Japanese bandits. 
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Sit down we discuss military strategies and war. 


I read until books are enshrouded in dark light, 
My sword is with me through the starry night. 
I crave neither titles nor fame, 

Peace at sea is all for which I dream. 


In the ensuing forty years, he always faithfully adhered to the great belief. 
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How a Celebrated General Got His Start 


Basic training is very important 
In year twenty three of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1544), seventeen year old Qi Ji Guang 


was preparing for a journey. He was going to Beijing to inherit his father’s position. Although 
nominally he had succeeded, regardless, the procedure had to be followed. 


With formality done, Qi Ji Guang went to Shandong in his official capacity to finish the 
handover. He became the adjutant to the commander of the Garrison of Dengzhou. He just 
passed his eighteen’s birthday. 


But once he got there, he couldn’t withhold his amazement. The government just placed 


too much trust in him. 


Dengzhou was a key garrison along the shores of Shandong. Just the troops regularly 
deployed here numbered thousands. Taking into account of the affiliated military farming 
families and civilians, the total was nearly ten thousand. These men hadn’t fought in battles 
for a long time and had become veteran dawdlers, who idled themselves to death and enjoyed 
practicing corruptions. 


Hot blooded, young Qi Ji Guang was very dissatisfied with the situation. He carried out 
changes in a big way. Attendance and military discipline were more rigorously enforced. 
Thunder claps pealed one after another. 


But regrettably, there was no rain. Slogans were shouted louder than thunder but no one 
heeded. After all, everyone knew, it has been this way since your grandfather was here, you 
don’t have even a mustache over your lips and how dare you want to spar with your 
forefathers? 


That was the first lesson that Qi Ji Guang learned. He finally understood in this world, men 
like his father and his teacher were forever the minority. To realize his dreams, he had to learn 
to compromise. On this point, he came to realize the truth earlier than his future ally Zhang Ju 
Zheng. 
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Despite he was unable to implement his policies Qi Ji Guang was not discouraged because 
he had found a more meaningful target. Every morning, he rose up running and exercising. 
He trained for martial arts and carried out high intensity physical training. In addition, he also 
studied hard. 


Qi Ji Guang was preparing for an exam. He was going to take part in the military exam. 


Although he was already a fourth grade military official, Qi Ji Guang still wanted to take 
the exam. That’s not because he was bored and had nothing else to do or he just wanted to 
punish himself. Rather it was because in Ming, test scores were simply too important. 
Regardless if you were a royal or born into a noble family, if you were not a distinguished 
scholar, you would always be taken as a fake and inferior product. 


Not only that, taking the exam also was an impetus for physical exercise, which stimulated 
metabolism and along the way allowed him to learn some martial arts and improve his skills. 
Truly it was something that benefited his body and mind. 


Reality proved Qi Ji Guang’s choice was a smart one. Ten years later in that highland area, 
he would receive the biggest reward for his effort. 


In year twenty eight of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1549), Qi Ji Guang participated in the 
county military exam. He passed and became a distinguished military scholar. 


Next year, Qi Ji Guang packed up and went to Beijing to take part in the general exam. 
Usually the results would be of just two kinds, pass or fail. But student Qi Ji Guang ended up 
just in the third kind. 


Although many history records didn’t mention Qi Ji Guang’s test results, according to 
some materials, his scores were probably not very good. If the tests continued, he probably 
would just pack up and leave and try again on another day. 


Just when the exam was about to end and Qi Ji Guang was about to pack up and leave, 
Yang Shou Qian, the deputy minister of war, suddenly came and told everyone: discard your 
test scores, good or bad, stop the tests, all students, muster up, take up your weapons, and 
follow me to battle. 


Altan came and the Incident of Geng Shu took place. 


Of course it was a troublesome matter. But to Qi Ji Guang, it was a rare opportunity. It was 
in this incident that he was able to fully demonstrate his talents. His Strategies against Altan 
was widely distributed and was highly praised by his superiors. 


Qi Ji Guang’s fortune was completely changed. After the Incident of Geng Shu, to beef up 
the border defense, the government decided to let some of the forces in Shandong, Shanxi and 
other areas to take turns to garrison the border. Qi Ji Guang, who had previously created a 
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sensation, surely couldn’t escape the law and was honorably picked. 


It was a tough assignment that anyone else would waste no time to avoid, but Qi Ji Guang 


went happily. In there he would begin his legendary life. 


On the way and facing treacherous roads and an unknown front, Qi Ji Guang again firmed 
up his belief: 
On treacherous roads I gallop forward to serve my emperor as my career, 
By river sprays and under the moon of the front I laugh at living in ordinary ways. 


There are three hundred sixty days in a year, 
And weapon in hand I'll be on horsebacks most days. 


This would be his choice of a lifetime. 


But this choice didn’t start smoothly for him. General Qi’s life in the front was not that 


enjoyable, for the place he was assigned to garrison was Jimen. 


Originally when he was in Shandong, despite that he had a bunch of veteran soldiers under 
him, at least he was a commander of fourth grade and his words counted. But Jimen was one 
of the four major defense districts (Xuanfu, Datong, Jimen, and Liaoning). Here were fraught 
with senior military officials and nothing would come to his turn. Rarely did he have the 
opportunity to practice actual operations and command troops. All he could do was some 
patrols. 


Thus, after seemingly uneventful and ordinary three years, he went back to Shandong. In 
the eyes of many people, the young man, upon whom the officials at the Ministry of War had 
placed high hopes, achieved nothing and three years were a total waste. 


But reality was not so. 


After the Battle of Port Cen, Yu Da You very much admired Qi Ji Guang’s tactics and had 
out of curiosity asked him a question: from where did you learn your tactics and when did you 


start your learning? 
Qi Ji Guang replied he learned them when he was in Jimen patrolling the border. 


Yu Da You was very surprised. How could a minor officer, who had never been in big 


battles, have become an expert in military strategies? 
Qi Ji Guang proudly answered his question. He learned everything himself. 


He told Yu Da You that in the three years in Jimen, regardless where he was and what he 
was doing, he always carried a book with him. He read it repeatedly day and night. Most of 
the secrets he learned in military strategies were from this book. 


Regrettably, the book was not Book of Changes, which was liked the most by Yu Da You. 
Rather, it was The Art of War. 
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If we have to have a list of best sellers of all books worldwide in three thousand years, The 
Art of War would have at least ranked in the top fifty. The book has long ago entered the 
international market and sold overseas. It was bought by Napoleon Bonaparte. It was bought 
by Adolf Hitler. Eighty year old men and four or five year toddlers are all loyal readers of Sun 


Tzu. 


But among those who are able to draw the lessons and create his own military strategies, 


perhaps Mr. Qi Ji Guang was the only one. 


It’s because he used a very unusual way to read, he criticized the book as he was reading it. 
For example, Sun Tzu had said: Do not attack the enemy when he is becoming more and more 
arrogant. But General Qi said: The more arrogant the enemy is, the better to attack! 


Sun Tzu had also said: Do not give chase to enemy feigning defeat. But General Qi said: 
Keep the formation, be alert, and give all out chase. 


Similar comments are innumerable. If we describe in Marxism metaphor, Comrade Qi Ji 
Guang learned from The Art of War with a critical eye. Thus he was able to adapt to 
circumstances, learn the essence, and finally obtain the secrets of military strategies. 


In year thirty four of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1555), Military Theorist Qi Ji Guang was 
transferred to Zhejiang and was appointed the executive adjutant. In here his theory would be 


rigorously tested. 


Ming military officials were no different than civilian officials. They also enjoyed infighting , 
vying for power, and spending all the energy on moving up. But Qi Ji Guang was not 
interested in any of those things. Right after he arrived, based on the current situation, he 
made many sound proposals and submitted them to higher-ups. Although he received no 
replies, he continued doing it. 


Soon, in order to enhance defense, the government decided to create the position of 
Colonel of Ning, Shao, and Tai. The position was roughly equivalent to being the military 
district commander in charge of Ningbo, Shaoxing, and Taizhou areas. It was a high, powerful, 
and lucrative position. 

When the news arrived, many mobilized to begin lobbying. They entertained guests, gave 
gifts, networked, and created backdoors. All hoped to get the job. Only Qi Ji Guang did 
nothing and continued to do his job. 

Pretty quickly, the assignment was made public, which stunned many. The one who got 
the job was the quiet Qi Ji Guang. 


It was truly a miracle. But there was a helping hand behind the miracle. 
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Qi Ji Guang’s reports didn’t end up in the waste baskets. Every single word was firmly 
imprinted in Hu Zong Xian’s mind. 

He was surprised by the man’s courage and talent. But he withheld the reports and didn’t 
make any reply. Before he would entrust important tasks to this young man, a final test had to 


be done. 


After a long observation, Hu Zong Xian was finally convinced that Qi Ji Guang was not an 
opportunist. But rather, he was a man who would not be disturbed by glory or defeat and a 
man who had the world in his heart. Without reservation, he offered the position to this man. 


Only an idiot would not accept a favor from Heaven. Qi Ji Guang was not an idiot, and he 
didn’t decline. On issues like this, he had always been a smart man. At least he was much 


smarter than Yu Da You. 


The smart Qi Ji Guang accepted the position of the colonel of Ning, Shao, and Tai. He was 
just over twenty eight in that year. He was enormously proud of his success, full of ambitions, 


daring, energetic, any always wanted to do something big. 


Just as it was hoped, opportunity came. Just one month after Qi Ji Guang took the position, 
Japanese bandits came. This time, the target of their looting was Cixi of Zhejiang. 


Upon receiving the news, Qi Ji Guang was very happy. He decided to use this opportunity 
to fight a big battle against the bandits. According to intelligence, the bandits numbered about 
a thousand. To be on the safe side, he mustered nearly ten thousand soldiers. He wanted to 


fight with a numerical superiority and use a victory to celebrate his opening fight. 


Qi Ji Guang set out with his troops. But he didn’t know an opening was not necessarily 
always a joyful one. Sometimes it would encounter a snag. 

The huge grandiose force marched to Dragon Hill at the southeast of Cixi. In here, they met 
the main force of the bandits. The famous Battle of Dragon Hill thus began. 

The battle was famous not because there were any notable moving and tragic stories, but 


because it was really strange. It started strangely and ended strangely. 


Finally, he saw the enemy. Qi Ji Guang was very excited. He immediately inspected the 
terrain, planned, strategized, and organized attack formations. But after he finished his 


business, he was surprised to discover there was no one to execute his order. They all fled. 


The majestic and impressive Ming army was indeed very unique. As soon as they met the 
bandits, who numbered far fewer than them, they managed to collapse at the start. They 
couldn’t even set their minds on fleeing, not to mention attack. 


The vanguard was routed and the center was also shaken. Even Qi Ji Guang’s deputy also 


282 


Book of Zhu Hou Zong 


pulled his sleeves and urged him to flee, otherwise there would be no time if he didn’t flee 


now. 


Qi Ji Guang, stunned, quickly restored to calmness. He extricated himself from his deputy’s 
pulling, took out the arrows and bow that he always carried with him, and calmly ordered his 
subordinate: 


“Ts there a high ground around here? Bring me there.” 


Standing at the high ground, Qi Ji Guang examined the comic scene in front of him. The 
numerically superior Ming troops ran in all directions with a few hundred Japanese bandits in 
hot chase with impunity. It seemed a defeat was certain. 


But he decided to salvage the imminent collapse, by his own power alone. 


Placing an arrow on his bow, he pulled it fully and aimed at the leader of the bandits who 
were charging, and released a fatal shot. Ten years of intense training finally yielded him a 


huge return. 


Qi Ji Guang’s shooting was not a joke. The bandit leader fell immediately. But that was not 


all. He put his hand into the quiver and pulled out the second arrow. 


Along with the whistling sound, the second leader fell and died. Just when the bandits 
were terrified by the sniper, another whistling sound, along with a cry of pain, were heard by 
their ears. A third man had been shot dead. 


This sort of sniper tactic completely destroyed the bandit’s fortitudes. They quit the chase 
and paused. 


The Ming troops, who were ahead, were indeed alert and smart. As soon as they saw the 
enemy paused, they summoned up their courage and spirit. They managed to complete a high 
difficulty movement, a one hundred eighty degree turn amid the run, and began to pursuit the 
bandits. 


Qi Ji Guang finally exhaled a sigh of relief. He immediately ordered all of his men to 
pursuit. 

But something even more unexpected happened. 

The soldiers chased a while and then gradually started to come back on their own. Qi Ji 
Guang was thoroughly baffled. He grabbed a soldier and asked why he gave up the chase. The 
veteran soldier showed no sign of modesty and told him without any concern: This has been 
the tradition. All we have to do is to push them a little further. They’ll come back anyway and 
there’s no need to fight them to death. 


Qi Ji Guang was dumbfounded. He stood motionless for a long time before he recovered 
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his senses. Is that so! 


The Battle of Dagon Hill thus ended in that fashion. Although it was inglorious and 
humiliating, Qi Ji Guang couldn’t be said having gained nothing. Through this battle, he 
recognized an important point: If he relied only on these veteran soldiers, he would never be 
able to win even if he dug Chang Yu Chun out from his grave. 


We have heard the saying, a feckless soldier is just himself, but a feckless general has all the 
feckless soldiers. But now, Qi Ji Guang had his eyes opened. He had met the folklore feckless 
soldiers group, which consisted of not one and not two soldiers, but it was an entire “glorious” 
group. 

That would have been ok if it was just a coincidence. But the feckless soldiers were all 
professionals and they never showed any manly heroism. Not long after, in the Battle of Geese 
Gate Ridge, they very generously disregarded Qi Ji Guang’s life and led the fleeing again. All 
of a sudden Comrade Qi Ji Guang became a commander of one. Fortunately he had trained 
himself in running and managed to escape after a life and death struggle. 


If it continued that way, he would either die of exhaustion or implication. Qi Ji Guang 
decided to make a request and ask to train the soldiers. 

The report was filed and after reading it, Hu Zong Xian sneered and gave him a very 
classical answer (I solemnly declare that the statement below is the original statement of 
Comrade Hu Zong Xian and it doesn’t reflect my position): 

“Tf Zhejiangers can be trained, I would have trained them a long time ago and I wouldn’t 


have waited for you to do it!” 


On the fighting ability of the men, Hu Zong Xian had a much better idea than Qi Ji Guang. 
He was thoroughly disheartened with these veteran soldiers. 


But Qi Ji Guang reflected for a moment and uttered a sentence. It was this sentence that 
changed Hu Zong Xian’s mind: 
“There must be honest men in a village of ten families. Throughout the entire Zhejiang, 


1” 


there must be skilled and brave men 
Hu Zong Xian was moved by his sincerity and gave him three thousand soldiers to train. 


Among the best generals in Ming, on courage and strategizing, Qi Ji Guang should be 
ranked among the top five in terms of his overall ability. But what made him occupying a very 
important position in military history is training, a unique ability that was unmatched by any 


other men. 


Three thousand newbies came to the barracks thinking they would be able to muddle out a 
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living. But they could have never imagined even in their dreams what waited them ahead 
would be a life like living in hell. 


According to New Book on Discipline and Effectiveness, to every new recruit, Qi Ji Guang 
always gave a speech, in which he encouraged everyone to learn martial arts. The words 
below are really unique and can be used as a reference by all thought workers in all work units, 
thus we have some excerpts below: 


“Everyone, listen to me. Training to learn martial arts is not something you do for the 
government. You come here and work as a soldier. It’s a life and death business. If you are 
good at martial arts, you'll kill your enemy and your enemy won’t kill you. If you are bad, 
then he’ll kill you. If you don’t learn, you are an idiot who doesn’t know about keeping 


{7 


yourself alive 


Sure, as a new recruit, you may brush aside these words as wind passing your ear. But 
Political Instructor Qi never expected you would heed the words voluntarily. He had prepared 
many pleasant surprises to ensure you would live out the unforgettable camp life enriched 
and fulfilled. 


After thought education, forming lines, which included marching forward, turning, and 
other movements, would follow. The actual practice was pretty much like what we do today. 
But if you made a wrong turn or lined up in the wrong column, then your punishment would 
not be limited to being dragged out and stand still. You would be beaten. Then after the 
beating, you wouldn’t be allowed to go to the clinic, you had to continue the training. 


After finishing marching in columns, Drill Instructor Qi would teach everyone to learn 
about signals, which included forward on sounds of drums and retreat on sounds of gongs, as 
well as the various meanings of signal flags. If you didn’t read, it didn’t matter, Drill Instructor 
Qi would teach you. But if after being taught you returned it to Instructor Qi, then it would be 
a bad thing. To ensure you would remember, Instructor Qi would beat you until you swear to 
your mother and father that you would memorize it. 


After the required courses were the martial arts classes. All instructors were experts in 
martial arts from all over the places and all had been in real combats. Showmen were usually 
not invited to teach. 


Considering that everyone’s educational level were not the same and the IQs were different, 
in order to ensure good results, Instructor Qi graded the results into nine grades. Tests were 


regularly done and real combat was the method of tests. 


The rule was as follow: you would fight your foe. If you won, you would be upgraded. You 


would be rewarded by one silver coin if you advanced. If you lost, you would be degraded 
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and one down grade was punished by caning five times. 


The rule can be simply summarized as follow: if you don’t beat me, I’ll beat you. If I can’t 
beat my comrade, then I'll be beaten by teacher Qi. I can’t escape from being beaten anyway. 
So my best course is to beat my comrade while in the process I can earn some extra pocket 


money. 


Under such a cruel and merciless training system, comrades of new recruit lived in hellish 
misery. They had wounds all over their bodies every day. But it was in this harsh environment 
that they learned the extraordinary skills, which enabled them to achieve extraordinary deeds. 


To this unique force, the later generations had a common name, the Qi Army. 


Throughout Chinese history, there have been innumerable numbers of elite special forces. 
For example, in Han there was the Tiger Warriors, in the Three Kingdoms era, there was the 
Tigers and Leopards Cavalry, and in Tang there was the Army of Black Armors. The fighting 
abilities of these forces were rarely matched. But throughout history, there were only two 
armies that gained worldly fame and also named after the general’s name: Besides Qi Ji Guang, 
only Yue Fei could enjoy such a rare honor*'. 


To Qi Ji Guang and his army, it was a praise that they deserved. 


Having shaped his army, Qi Ji Guang decided to take them out on a tour. His main 
purpose was not to fight but to practice actual combat techniques and get them some exposure 


in real world. Their first destination was Taizhou. 


Unfortunately at Pepper River near Taizhou, the new recruits met their real enemy, the 
Japanese bandits, for the first time. It was an incident that Qi Ji Guang didn’t expect. After all, 


they were new recruits and one couldn’t hope they would fight and win. 


But the development of events far exceeded his expectation. Because for a long time the 
new soldiers had been tortured by Teacher Qi, anger filled their chests and emotions were 
almost out of control. When the enemies appeared in front of them, they suddenly realized it 


was time for them to release their anger. 


The consequence was serious. The three thousand new soldiers were like wild beasts. In an 
instant they defeated the enemy and they pursued the enemy afterward for over a hundred lis. 
Not until the bandits were pushed out to the sea, did they call it off. 


After that, the new frenzy army advanced rapidly. They met the bandits four times in 
places around Taizhou and Wenling. They won four out of four. 


Qi Ji Guang was satisfied. He thought he had achieved his goal. He now had a powerful 


*! Yu Da You’s force was also called The Yu Army, bit it was not well-known. 
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enough army. 
But reality proved he was wrong. 


In year thirty seven of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1558), Qi Ji Guang’s dream was 
mercilessly shattered. 


Port Cen was an obscure tiny place and was occupied by poorly provisioned bandits that 


numbered only one thousand. 


With his new army of three thousand, Qi Ji Guang, with Lu Tang and Yu Da You, launched 


a fierce attack. He was convinced victory was assured. But the result was very different. 


Facing the small number of stubborn bandits, ten thousand Ming troops could do nothing. 
They came back many times after setbacks and suffered heavy casualties. Facing the organized 
enemy, even the new army that had been so formidable before had lost the initial prowess they 
showed when they defeated the disorganized forces. 


Qi Ji Guang, in his own naked eyes, witnessed his new army that he had worked so hard to 
train to retreat, flee, and lose all wills to fight. It was a scene that he could absolutely not accept. 


Because of the defeat, Qi Ji Guang was removed from his position. Seeing he was going to 
lose his job, Qi Ji Guang had to cerebrate hard like there was no tomorrow. Finally he came up 


with an idea, mounted a counterattack, and eliminated the stubborn enemy. 


But the cruel reality still shocked him and awoke him. He finally recognized if he wanted 
to realize his dream and accomplish the great goal of resisting the Japanese bandits, something 
very important was still missing. 


The final choice 


On the day that Wang Zhi was arrested, Qi Ji Guang made a clear assessment: Soon 
numerous bandits who were now out of control would come in droves and launch fierce 
attacks. Lucky peace and compromise would cease to exist. The only way to defeat the rioters 
and suppress the chaos caused by war was to possess even stronger power. Use violence to 
suppress violence. 


For a long time Qi Ji Guang firmly believed he possessed all the key ingredients for 
achieving victories: His troops were well equipped, he was using sound strategies and tactics, 
he had an excellent commander (himself), and he employed harsh training methods. 


But he still lost. The new army he had trained so hard was still vulnerable. He vaguely 


sensed he was still missing a key ingredient. 


After reflecting for a few days, he finally found the final key, soldiers. 
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In Qi Ji Guang’s view, an undefeatable army must have the following qualities: 

Quick like wind, slow like forest, attack like fire, stay still like mountain, abstruse like 
shadow, and move like thunder -- from The Art of War. 

This is the six likes that are worshiped as bibles by numerous military strategists. Fighters 


say those who understand the six likes will win in every battle, overcome in every attack, and 
unstoppable! 


Among the six likes, the last two likes had to be on the commander and the first four likes 
had to be on the little soldiers. 


Qi Ji Guang was confident about his own ability. But when it came to the quality of the 
men under him, Qi Ji Guang was wordless to answer Heaven. 

On this issue, Qi Ji Guang had a very interesting conversation with Tan Lun, the district 
magistrate of Taizhou and later a famous general. The conversation, which I have edited, was 
basically like this: 

Qi Ji Guang: I just discovered after being in combats, there are still many issues with the 
new army despite I have done my best to train. 

Tan Lun: What issues? 

Qi: Among the three thousand new soldiers under me, most of them are from Chuzhou 
(now Lishui of Zhejiang) and Shaoxing. The soldiers from these two places are unique in their 
own ways. For example, men from Chuzhou are very brave in combats; they don’t hesitate 
once they get the order; they charge and attack; they are very motivated; and they are the main 
fighting force. 

Tan: Are there any issues? 

Qi: But before every battle, they negotiate with me. 

Tan: Negotiate? 

Qi: Before a battle, they want to know the enemy and their number. Then they go back to 
discuss among themselves. If they think they can fight then they fight. But if they think they 
won't be able to fight, they won’t fight regardless how hard you tell them to fight. 

AV eatin 

That was not all, more headaches were to come. 


Qi: On the contrary, men from Shaoxing are more obedient. Regardless of the nature of the 
combat, they’ll never refuse. They’ll obey completely. They can endure hardships. If jobs that 
require physical strength, like setting up camps, constructing barricades, are assigned to them, 
they’Il do their best to carry out and they never complain. And in battlefields, if the enemy 
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retreats, they'll pursue. 
Tan: Obeying orders and fight hard, isn’t this very good? 
Qi: But the problem is, if the enemy attacks, they’II retreat. 
TaN esetes 


Qi: Of course, if the enemy retreats again, they’ll pursue again. But if the enemy comes 
back, they’ll retreat again. By my count, as soon as the enemy gets within thirty paces of them 
and when hand to hand combat is to begin, they all generally will retreat. Overall, at the key 
moments they cannot be counted on. 


Tan: Then what are you going to do? 
After a moment of silence, Qi Ji Guang uttered a heavy sigh, which ended the conversation: 
“T don’t know what to do.” 


In fact in the conversation between the two, they touched on a very important theory, the 
theory of determinant by locale. Usually, the people from the harsh mountainous regions were 
relatively tough and people were valiant and fierce. They were not afraid of death. But in 
economically developed regions, it was not hard to get a job and earn a living. If they didn’t 
have to, no one would want to fight to death. 


The Chuzhou area was a mountainous region. The economy was not developed and it was 
a region resided by minorities. The locals always believed the daredevil theories like that 
losing one’s head meant only a scar of the size of a bowl on the body. But Shaoxing was an 
area with green hills and clear water. More people were educated and most of them were 
engaged in brainy jobs (e.g. Xu Wei). In the worst case they could find opportunities in tourists 
industry. They really didn’t have to fight to death. 


The regional disparities couldn’t be resolved by just training. Qi Ji Guang indeed could do 
nothing. 

But he had to make do with what he had. So every time they fought, Qi Ji Guang had to 
arrange the Shaoxing soldiers to guard the camp. Then he had to go to the Chuzhou soldiers to 
do his persuasion and exhort them to fight hard and kill the enemy. He went back and forth 
and got weighed down by the work. After every battle, he was utterly exhausted. 


To ensure he would not die of exhaustion before a battle, Qi Ji Guang decided to find some 
brave and strong men to replace the soldiers he had. He wanted to build a truly invincible Qi 
Army. Just like he had said to Hu Zong Xian, how can there be a place like as big as Zhejiang 
be no talents and brave men? He believed he would eventually be able to find them. 


A year later, he finally found his suitable targets, thanks to a chance encounter. 
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In year thirty seven of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1558), Qi Ji Guang was on a junket. 
After he finished his work, he didn’t go back via the original route. Rather he took a detour 
because he wanted to know how people were doing. 


But when he by chance came to a place, what took place there shocked him. 
The place he went by was Yiwu. The scene he witnessed was a brawl. 


As a military general who had been accustomed to seeing killings, pillages, and dead 
bodies, Qi Ji Guang had high degree of psychological tolerance. But he was still shocked by 
this brawl. This was not a conventional street brawl of hooligans. To some extent, it was a 
brawl that got recorded in history, it was a brawl that changed the anti-bandits history, and it 


was a glorious, successful, and unifying brawl. 


The story was like this, Yiwu had been an economically underdeveloped area. People were 
poor. But Lord Heaven cared for them. A lot of minerals were discovered in this region. Thus 
the peasants abandoned farming and became miners. 


Minerals were of course more valuable than grains. Slowly people of Yiwu got rich. Then 
the poor brothers in Yongkang (present day Yongkang of Zhejiang) became jealous. They 
wanted Yiwu to give a hand to the poor brothers. They wished they could make money 
together and mine together. 


But people of Yiwu refused. We have endured so many years of hardship. Now we have 
some hope and you want to reap the harvest, who the hell are you? 


But the poor brothers in Yongkang still went. They brought with them farm tools, shovels, 
and knives and marched valiantly toward the place of enrichment. All we have are poor lives. 


In this world, nobody is afraid of anyone else. We are here for a share! 


The Yiwu side got the news and immediately mustered several thousand to intercept. The 


two sides met at the Hill of Eight Treasures and an extraordinarily savage brawl commenced. 


Qi Ji Guang was lucky enough to witness the grand scene not simply because they began 
the fight in the morning and he arrived in the afternoon. The real reason was it was a very 
unique brawl. The people of Yiwu, in their own actions, showed that brawls can be long and 
protracted. 


Starting in June of year thirty seven of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1558), miners and 
peasants from Yiwu brawled against the miners from Yongkang. In total nearly thirty 
thousand people took part in the brawl and it lasted for four months. It didn’t end until 


October, the autumn harvest season, after incurring two thousand five hundred casualties. 


It was forever an indelible scene in Qi Ji Guang’s memory. Numerous ordinary people in 


Yiwu instantly changed and became so extraordinary. Regardless of men, women, young, or 
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old, everyone went to fight and used all weapons to attack their enemies. Peasants used adzes. 
Miners used pickaxes. Even housewives took up their kitchen knives. Their eyes exuded 
bestiality. Bawling at the top of their lungs, they charged into the enemy. They hacked and 
killed and would allow no one to get near to them. 


Not only were they brave at hacking the enemy, they were also very willing to sacrifice and 
had a feisty tradition. A son would replace his wounded father. A younger one would replace 
his mutilated elder brother. Even those who had only one breath left and was dead upon 
arriving home would leave the final words: After my death, you continue the fight! 


It’s truly a magical land. That was Qi Ji Guang’s heartfelt exclamation. 
With regard to what he saw, Qi Ji Guang later said these words to Yu Da You: 


“T had followed my father in the military since my childhood. I’ve been many places. I took 
part in the general exam at twenty two and it coincided with Altan’s invasion. I was on 
garrison duty. Later I garrisoned Jimen. I saw in my own eyes Altan’s ironclad cavalry. They 
came and went without traces. They moved like thunder and were really swift. Later I got 
transferred to Zhejiang and fought the bandits. These men are good at using knives and 
swords. They are excellent martial arts men. They are savage and they are formidable enemies 


of a rare kind.” 
Then he paused and finally revealed his fear: 


“Thave fought for half of my life. I’ve seen most of the tough and fierce men and I’ve never 
been afraid of them. But I’ve never seen so fierce, so ferocious, so brave, and so good at 
fighting, like the people of Yiwu. People tremble when they hear their names. Truly terrifying! 
Truly terrifying!” 

On the brawl that lasted for months, the local government did nothing. They neither 
minded nor meddled. Every day they only sent a few men to observe the fight. Qi Ji Guang 
didn’t blame the local government’s inaction. It was understandable. After all, everyone 
worked to earn a living and all wanted to live a few more years. 


The only thing he did was to rush back and immediately asked to meet Hu Zong Xian and 
said these words: If I’m allowed to recruit four thousand men in Yiwu, I can assure you the 
Japanese bandits will be suppressed! 


Hu Zong Xian pondered for a moment and consented to his proposal. 


On the fighting spirit of Yiwu people, Qi Ji Guang was full of confidence. But to ensure a 
complete success, he decided to raise the standard of enlistment. Only the best and the bravest 
Yiwu men were allowed to become a member of the strong army. 


Then to join the Qi Army, what conditions would one have to satisfy? On this question, I 
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can give you a roughly simple comparable answer: Even if after you have passed the selection 
of every level and enter the finals of a talent show, you may not be able to get into the Qi Army. 


It’s not an exaggeration. In the book Strategies in the South written by Zheng Ruo Zeng, one 
of Hu Zong Xian’s aides, there was a copy of the detailed list of recruiting criteria. If you are 
not convinced, you can do a comparison: 


“To get recruited, several kinds of men are disqualified, those who have been street loiters, 
those who have trained for show only, those who are over forty, and those who have served in 


the government.” 
What listed above are only the secondary, even stranger requirements are below: 


“Those who like boasting and haranguing are disqualified. Timorous ones are disqualified. 
Pale skinned are disqualified. To ensure the psychological wellbeing of the army, those who 


tend to have extreme views are also disqualified.” 


If by these standards, even Wu Song, the hero who killed a tiger with bare hands would 
also be disqualified. Not only did he work for the government (as a sheriff), he also had a bad 
temperament (he left his name in blood after he killed people). 


Those who got recruited must also have the following characteristics: sinewy with strong 
muscles, eyes full of spirits, honest in appearance, long arms and legs, and generally afraid of 


the government. 


In summary, Qi Ji Guang was looking for men of the following qualities: strong limbs and 
simple minds, honest, law-abiding and obeying the government, brave in hard fights and not 
afraid of death. He wanted muscle men who were daredevils. 


Reality showed Yiwu was indeed a place where talents thrived. Although the standards 
were so high still after wide selections, there were still over four thousand men got recruited. 
The locals were not only good at business, but also possessed high political sense. 


Once the new recruits were enlisted, per custom, Political Instructor Qi once again gave his 
lecture. As soon as you have finished listening to what he said, you will understand why this 
fellow came up that kind of enlistment criteria: 


“You all listen. As soon as you have become a soldier, you get paid. On rainy or windy 
days, you have to do nothing but you get paid with not a penny less. But you have to 
remember, the money all comes from the government, who gets it from the people. You did 
arduous farm work at home. Now you don’t have to labor anymore. We spend the money to 
feed you for a few years. We only want you to go into couple of battles to kill the enemy. If 
you don’t kill the enemy, why should you be fed?” 


In fact Political Instructor Qi’s meaning was very obvious. In it was today, then one 
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sentence would be enough to summarize it: Don’t waste tax payer’s money! 


But the problem was there had never been a market in our country for professional ethics 
education in exchange for money. Becoming a soldier and get paid had been the lifelong tenet 
of many veteran good-for-nothing soldiers. 


Qi Ji Guang laid down many rules. He only wanted to recruit those who sought no 
shortcuts and fearless men. It had been proved many times that in a battlefield taking a 
shortcut wouldn’t work. Those who were afraid of death would die first and those who were 
honest eventually would not be short changed. 

Qi Ji Guang finally found the proper targets for his training. But just as he had predicted, 
those uncontrolled bandits would launch an unprecedented attack and there was not much 
time left to him. 

But Qi Ji Guang didn’t know just when he was recruiting and training, an even bigger crisis 
was charging toward him with vengeance. It was more terrifying than any bandit attack. If he 
was just even a bit careless, his years of efforts would be all ruined and his life would be 
completely changed. 


It was a life and death struggle. But in this struggle, Qi Ji Guang was just a powerless pawn. 
His fortune would depend on the effort of another man. 


The matter was originated half a year ago. The troublemaker was Zhao Wen Hua. 
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The Way Towards Victory 


After bringing down Zhang Jing, Zhao Wen Hua’s life got better and better. Hu Zong Xian 
did an excellent job. After Xu Hai was killed, the momentum of the Japanese bandits was 
greatly reduced. As the backing and direct superior of Hu Zong Xian, he was unbashful in 
thinking he deserved the credit. Not only did he receive a lot of rewards from the emperor, he 
was also elevated to minister (minister of works) from a deputy minister. 

Another story of one got so carried away that he forgot who he was began from here. 

Zhao Wen Hua got rich. He had money and his wings got hardened. He wanted to start his 
own business. He wanted to get rid of the middleman and adopted father Yan Song and work 
directly with wholesaler Comrade Civility and Tranquility. 

To achieve this goal, he sent to the emperor an elixir called Spirits of a Hundred Flowers. 
To be honest, I know neither the ingredients of the drink nor the alcohol content. But 
according to Comrade Zhao Wen Hua, it was this drink that enabled his adopted octogenarian 
father Yan Song to climb up to six stories of stairs without feeling any ache or pain in the back 
and leg. 

The emperor drank it and felt good. But on a second thought, he sensed something was 
wrong. Yan Song had something so good but yet he dared not to submit it to the boss and 
enjoyed it alone. It was just too abominable. 

He wrote an imperial order to First Secretary Yan and questioned him about the drink. 

Yan Song could never have thought fire broke out in his backyard. He was furious: 

“How can Wen Hua do something like this?” 

Having vented his anger, he still had to answer the emperor’s question. The matter would 
have been a hard one to explain if it happened to someone else. But it could have not stumbled 
First Secretary Yan. He utilized his skills in tai chi and made the following reply: 

“My emperor, you are too polite to me. I usually don’t take any medicine and I don’t use 


any special supplements. Even I, myself, don’t know why I’ve been able to live so long.” 
y sp PP ¥ y. 8 
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The emperor actually didn’t take it seriously so he was willing to be hoodwinked. But Yan 
Song was so scared that half of his life was lost. He immediately summoned Zhao Wen Hua, 


severely scolded him, and told him to pack up and go away. 


Not until now did Zhao Wen Hua realize that if he left Yan Song, he would be a nobody. 
He knelt down and begged for mercy. He wept profusely and asked Daddy Yan to forgive him 
and he swore he would never do it again. 


Actually Yan Song was affectionate to this son of his. But now he was in the moment of 
rage, and he didn’t heed much of it. But, at this subtle moment another man suddenly thrusted 


himself into the affair. 


The man was Xu Jie. As soon as Zhao Wen Hua sent in the drink, he knew something was 
going to happen. He sat on the sidelines and was ready to watch a good show. Once the matter 
grew bigger, he saw the opportunity. He came to Yan Song’s residence and volunteered to Yan 
Song: If Zhao Wen Hua is an eyesore to you, let me help to get rid of him. 


Xu Jie had made a smart move. By doing this, not only would he be able to remove one of 
Yan Song’s henchmen, he could also avoid offending anyone, while at the same time to show 
his respect to his boss. It was a move that would have yielded triple benefits. 


But Yan Song was still Yan Song. Although he disdained Zhao Wen Hua, he could not trust 
Xu Jie. After expressing some thanks, he dispatched Xu Jie. 


Xu Jie, disappointed, went away. But he could have never thought his failed move 


triggered a serious of unexpected events. 


The news quickly got into Zhao Wen Hua’s ears. He panicked and thought his daddy was 


really going to finish him. Without better ideas, he had to take an extraordinary measure. 


It was impossible to convince Yan Song anymore. Given where he was, he had to find his 
way through the family members. He would send them gifts so that they would lobby for him. 
But Yan Shi Fan was out of the question. The guy was simply too greedy and even if he 
pawned all of his properties he would not be able to fill the pit. In desperation, Zhao Wen Hua, 
in a flash of ideas, thought about another person. 


Throughout his entire life, Yan Song had done countless number of evil things. He had 
wronged countless number of people. He was a true evil doer. But we say even Qin Hui had 
couple of friends. In this world, Yan Song also had a person, with whom they were mutually 


loyal to each other and trusted each other. 


This person was his wife Ouyang. Back then when Yan Song was trampled by others to the 
bottom of the world, his wife never abandoned him and was always by his side supporting 
him. In his entire life Yan Song had her as his only wife. He never acquired a concubine. Even 
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after she was dead, Yan Song didn’t marry again. They were truly paragons of model couples. 


Ouyang was the person Zhao Wen Hua went to. He didn’t spare anything he had. He 
prepared very handsome gifts and personally went, knelt down, sobbed, poured out his griefs, 


and begged for help. 


Women after all are more easily persuaded. The old woman accepted the gifts, saw he was 
so pitiable, and hid him in the inner chamber. Once Yan Song came back, after dousing him 
with a few rounds of wine, she lobbied on his behalf. Seeing he was in a joyful mood, she 
summoned out their son Zhao. Then after a whole program of kneeling down and weeping 


was performed, Yan Song also felt he couldn’t do without his dog, and pardoned him. 


If the matter just ended there, it would be an ending of a grand finale that made everyone 
happy. But Brother Wen Hua deserved being called a master of making troubles. Soon after, he 
would offend another person. But this person was someone he would never be able to square 
off. 


Because he paid dearly for the gifts, Brother Wen Hua was heartbroken. He decided to 
recuperate the money. Of course, to him it was really not a hard thing to do, for he was the 
minister of works, the biggest contractor in the country. There were so many projects around 


the world, if he just managed to get a little out of any project, it would be good enough for him. 


Zhao Wen Hua thought about it and did it. Taking advantage of his talent, he began to 
graft in a big way. Who cares if it’s a tofu-like or unfinished building? It doesn’t matter as long 
as it makes money for me. I don’t care who lives in the building, as long as I’m not in it. 


But the problem was Minister Zhao’s urge to recuperate his losses was too strong. He 
exerted all of his energy into the matter. He grafted with impunity. He grafted by working 
overtime. Then finally trouble came. 


The lord emperor also wanted to build houses. 


The issue about an unfinished building 


Although Comrade Civility and Tranquility practiced Taoism everyday as his living, still, 
he hadn’t become an immortal yet. He still had to eat and sleep. But the living condition at the 
West Garden was limited. He decided to build a new house. 


Of course the real estate development project was assigned to the Ministry of Works. 
Usually the emperor’s project should be executed at the utmost urgency, but we don’t know if 
Minister Zhao hit his head against a column or not, he managed to ignore the project and 


allowed it to drift freely. The result was a house that was still unfinished after several months. 
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Comrade Civility and Tranquility should be praised. He didn’t push Zhao Wen Hua and 
still lived in his old house. But soon after, an incidental event would send this head contractor 


to the road of no return. 


One day, having nothing to do, the emperor went high to see the scenery. Then suddenly 
he saw there was a luxurious house on the West Avenue of Eternal Peace. Then he asked: 


“Whose house is that?” 


It was the time that tested a person’s character. A hundred years ago, Zhu Qi Zhen, the 
Wise Father had also stood on a high platform and saw a similar building. He asked the same 
question. The result of that intercourse was the entire family of Shi Heng, who had been 


enjoying all the glory and glamor, was destroyed. 


Building a luxury house nearby the palace had always been a dangerous business. But 
people just couldn’t learn. Zhao Wen Hua obviously lacked good sense. The ensuing answers 
would decide his fate. 


If Minister Zhao was virtuous and maintained strong relationships with others, he should 
have been able to avoid this disaster. But the brother really lacked charismas in his daily lives. 


The people around the emperor rushed to mention the name of Minister Zhao. There was 


also an unforgiving fellow saying these words: 


“The building materials of the Ministry of Works have mostly been used to build Minister 
Zhao’s house. How can there be anything left for Your Majesty’s new house!” 


The bad medicine was doused too much. Seeing the luxury house in front of him, he 
thought about his unfinished building. The emperor was furious: Zhao Wen Hua, perhaps you 
are bored of living! 


Minister Zhao’s life had reached an end. Despite he was demoted, the lord emperor 
thought that was still not enough. He was deprived of all official positions and he became a 
commoner. His son was also sent to the front to perform military service. Yan Song went 
around helping to no avail. 


Brother Wen Hua, wanting to recuperate his losses, ended up losing big. He didn’t even get 
the chance to live as a commoner. He suffered a violent death on his way home. It was a 


violent death because the way he died was really too mysterious. 


In one evening, the fellow was depressed. So he began to rub his belly. As he rubbed it, he 
managed to rub himself to death. 


On this one I have always wondered. Comrade Zhao Wen Hua should not have practiced 
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Iron Grinded Palms” so that he would be so violent even in rubbing his belly. If he was of this 
character, he would have to be a remarkable man. 


One of Yan Song’s most import henchmen was finished. Although he was still unharmed 
the base of the Party of Yan began to shake. It was Xu Jie’s first victory. Although its effect was 
limited it was a good start. 


Given Zhao Wen Hua was already dead, the matter should have ended. But after twenty 
years of honing, Xu Jie understood this principle: 


It’s not enough to just beat a dog in a bind. It’s better to also have the dog eaten. 


Soon, Palace Emissary Luo Jia Bin wrote to the emperor. He charged that Zhao Wen Hua 
embezzled military pay and the total amount reached over a hundred thousand taels of silver. 
The emperor was even more infuriated. He ordered to confiscate all of Zhao’s properties and 
retrieve the stolen money. Perhaps even the emperor didn’t expect his order would set a 


record in recovering stolen money. 


Because even after confiscating all of Zhao Wen Hua’s properties, it was still not enough. 
So his descendants were ordered to repay the money. No money? It doesn’t matter, you even 
get paid in performing military service. 

Thus the payment lasted to the son of the son of the emperor until year eleven of Ten 
Thousand Seasons. But even by then, only half was paid. Someone felt it was really too much 
and suggested that was enough. But the Saintly Father took his grandfather’s teaching to his 
heart and insisted his descendants to continue the payment. They had to either pay all or all 
die paying. 

Comrade Zhao Wen Hua’s tragic story told us even if one fell into extreme poverty, one 


would never want to touch an emperor’s stuff. 


Minister Zhao’s death was a loss to Yan Song. To Xu Jie, it was a victory. But to Hu Zong 
Xian, it was a terrible disaster. 


Hu Zong Xian certainly disliked the greedy and foolish contractor. But on the other hand, 
the contractor was his protector and support. Now he was dead. Not only did he lose his 
connection with the Party of Yan, he also lost a strong support. The name Hu Zong Xian had 
long been registered in the list of the names of the Party of Yan. He could be at any moment 
become a target. Although Yan Song was a big tree with deep roots, he didn’t belong to the 
inner circle. If he was in trouble, the old fox wouldn’t necessarily help him. 


In fact he already got information some censors were whetting to use him to test their 


*° A martial arts skill. Practitioners usually have very powerful hands. 
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knives. But he had no protection above. If he was brought down, then not only would he be 
finished, his men like Xu Wei, Yu Da You, and Qi Ji Guang would all be gone with him. Years 
of hard work would all go down the drain. 


For years he had prostrated, toadied, and done and said many things that violated his 
principles, for no other purpose but to fulfill his original ambition of serving the country. 


Hu Zong Xian didn’t want his grand anti-bandits strategy ruined in an instant. But he 
couldn’t count on Yan Song’s support. He had no connections with Xu Jie. He pondered and 
reflected and could figure nothing out. 


But just when he thought he was hopeless, the local officials in Zhoushan sent him a 
unique gift. When he saw the gift, Hu Zong Xian finally came up with an idea. But at the same 
time, he also recognized that to achieve an immediate success, he also needed another man’s 
help. 


Thus he summoned Xu Wei. 


Xu Wei was relatively current on the present situation. Thus he asked Hu Zong Xian 
directly: With Zhao Wen Hua down, what's your plan? 


Hu Zong Xian answered. Down he is but it’s not a big deal. As long as the emperor 
supports me, no one can touch me. 


Xu Wei said nothing. But his nonchalant expression seemed to be questioning Governor 
Hu: Who the hell you think you are? Why do you think the emperor is going to support you? 


But pride appeared on Hu Zong Xian’s face. He said casually: Don’t worry. I’ve already got 
some treasure. If it’s presented to the emperor, we don’t need to worry about our affairs. 


The treasure referred to Hu Zong Xian was the gift that the Zhoushan officials sent to him, 
a white deer. 


This is the sort of stuff that I’ve not seen. Perhaps it was not a new species. At most it was 
an albino, or the product of a gene mutation. 


But if it was presented to the emperor then it meant they kissed the right ass because the 
emperor loved that sort of thing. 


Comrade Civility and Tranquility had doggedly practiced Taoism for decades. But 
becoming an immortal was not a sure thing. Officials strained their eyes in looking at him. If 
you someday grow a pair of wings and fly off to heaven, we will set off fireworks to send you 
off. Then we'll be able to select a new man. But he dragged his feet. He took countless number 
of elixir pills. He didn’t become immortal. But he also didn’t die. Gradually, even the emperor 
himself had lost faith. 
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Thus he urgently needed heaven’s revelation, which was nothing but some exotic things 
not usually seen. In history jargons, it was called “auspices”, which would prove his effort was 
not wasted and indicated Lord Heaven still had him under His wings, occasionally sent some 
new variety to the mundane world, and encouraged him to keep on practicing Tao. A white 


deer was certainly the best proof of it. 


But to ensure the ass was properly kissed and to the point, it required a decent essay. Just 
saying “Presented by Yours Obedient” wouldn’t do. You had to be able to elucidate the great 
significance of the appearance of the albino deer and the effects of it in guiding where the 
future would go. You must instill confidence in the emperor’s heart and make him believe 
continued practicing of Taoism would be a bright, great, and fruitful future. 


It was an extremely important essay and Hu Zong Xian’s and the anti-bandits future and 
the peace of the people living in the southeast hung on it. 


“Thus although the world is large, you are the only one that can write it.” Hu Zong Xian 
solemnly stared at Xu Wei, for whom he rolled up his sleeves indicating he would grind the 
ink. 

Xu Wei now understood fully what he was asked to do and why he had to do it. Thus he 
took up his brush. 


In that evening, Xu Wei, without reservation, poured all of his gifted intellectual ability and 
learning into the ridiculous essay, just for a noble cause. 

This was an ass-kissing essay famous in history. It featured elegant words and phrases but 
also outlandishly ridiculous. To many, the essay was a fiasco in the career of Xu Wei, a gifted 
man, for it was full of flattering and toadying and no moral integrity at all. 


But in fact behind the base and deplorable essay there hid a dazzling bright light. One 
would rather choose being a sycophant and use flattering over admitting defeat. One would 
never give up easily. 

Thus I think despite Hu Zong Xian was greedy and crafty and Xu Wei was proud and 
arrogant, on that evening, they did a great thing. 


Techniques of secret tactic 


Xu Wei’s talent was once again affirmed. After reading the essay, Comrade Civility and 
Tranquility was ecstatic. Not only did he reward them a lot of treasure, he also went to pray at 
the Ancestral Temple. He was truly surprisingly pleased. 


Hu Zong Xian thus got his position secured. In fact he didn’t need to attach himself to 
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anyone because he already got the emperor’s support. The Japanese bandits problem that had 
plagued the country for decades would be completely suppressed in his hands. 


Qi Ji Guang knew nothing about what took place that was so unnerving and thrilling. But 
even if he knew he could have done nothing. To him, an immediate problem was more 
troubling and was also more practical and needed to be resolved. 


After rigorous trainings, his Yiwu army had become a very strong fighting force. But after a 
few unexpected encounters with the bandits, Qi Ji Guang, to his dismay, discovered that 
although he was always able to defeat the enemy, his victories were always pyrrhic victories. 


The casualty ratio between the enemy and himself was about the same. 


It was really not because our side was incapable but because the enemy was too ferocious. 
To be fair, the fighting prowess of the Japanese bandits was indeed superb. That’s because 
these people were doing the looting away from home. They could be killed at any moment. If 
one wanted to survive, one had to fight to death. The even more terrifying thing about them 


was the Samurai knife carrying warriors and ronins. 


One must know for a Japanese to become skilled at using Samurai knives, he had to go 
through over five years of training. In addition, when they were engaged in close hand to 
hand combat, they rarely touch their knives against the weapons used by the Ming troops. 
They were very cool-headed when they used their knives. They always strike when 
opportunity was right. They always cut at the vulnerable parts of the body that were not 
covered by armors. They wouldn’t strike unless a strike would result in a serious wound. It 
wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say they were martial arts masters. 


On the other hand, the fighting spirits of the Yiwu soldiers were also very high. But they 
had only been trained a short time. Practicing martial arts was not like making a pie, which 
could be done if one wanted to get it done quickly. But if they had to fight the enemy head on, 
it wouldn’t be a good deal. He had only four thousand men. But every Japanese was 
potentially a robber. Even if he was able to kill four or five thousand enemies, it wouldn’t help 
at all. 


Qi Ji Guang understood very well hand to hand combat was too costly and it was not an 
easy way to destroy the Japanese bandits. But in an era when cold weapons were the main 
wares of war, besides grabbing one’s weapon and hacking against the enemy face to face, one 
didn’t seem to have better options. 

Just when he had exhausted all of his ideas, a man came to him and helped him to find the 


way to victory. 


Not long ago, Tang Shun Zhi came to Zhejiang from the capital. His mission was to inspect 
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the army. Comparing to Xu Jie, the quondam colleague and now secondary first grade grand 
academician of the Cabinet, his advancement had been very limited. Now he managed only to 
be a fifth grade official. 


But that was just the appearance. In fact he was a man of extraordinary influence. Although 
officially he held only a fifth grade position, it was an extremely important position, the 
associate minister of the Department of Staff Officers at the Ministry of War. As the chief of 
staff of the Ming army, he had wide connections in the army. Besides that, he also had obscure 
connections with many mysterious people. Even Xu Jie didn’t know all about him. 


Thus before he left the capital, Xu Jie met him and sought his advice on how to deal with 
Yan Song. 


But Tang Shun Zhi simply grinned and told Xu Jie that when the time came, someone 
would come to see him. 


Saying goodbye to the befuddled Xu Jie, Tang Shun Zhi came to Zhejiang and met Hu 
Zong Xian. 


Hu Zong Xian regarded the extraordinary man very highly and received him with honor 
and allowed him to go to the front to command, as requested by him. It was there that he got 
to know Yu Da You, Lu Tang, and Qi Ji Guang. 


Then when General Qi, who was at the end of his tether, told Tang his frustrations, Tang 
Shun Zhi gave Qi a book and told him in it there were the methods that would guide him to 
victory. 

Besides being unpredictable in his whereabouts and peripatetic, Tang Shun Zhi was so 
mysterious and esoteric because he also had written a collection of books. The collection 
includes six volumes, which were named as Left, Right, Civilian, Military, Confucianism, and 
Anecdotes, which were collectively called the Six Volumes. It was said the collection explained 
astrology high above, geography down on earth, and everything else. But few read it. It had 
one flaw and it was very hard to understand. 


The volume he gave to Qi Ji Guang was the Military. 


Just as Tang Shun Zhi told him, while reading hard nonstop, when he was perusing one of 
the chapters, great joy suddenly appeared on his face. He finally found what he was looking 
for. 

Once again General Qi voluntarily applied the Marxism Philosophy. By critically 
assimilating Tang Shun Zhi’s theory into his own theory, he created his own secret weapon. 


He was convinced in the near future this unique technique would be found of great use. 


He didn’t have to wait long. The most fierce bandits attack finally came. 
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In April of year forty of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1561), over two thousand Japanese 
bandits completed their mustering and advanced toward Zhejiang. Their target was Taizhou. 
The famous Battle of Taizhou thus began. 


By now Qi Ji Guang was no longer wavering. On the contrary, he was exhilarated. As a 
military commander, going into a battle to kill enemies was his job. And now he felt assured of 
his victory. 

He abandoned his usual defensive posture and ordered Commander Liu Yi to defend 
Taizhou. Then he took his main force out to attack. His action would tell the bandits China 


was not their pleasure land of killings and pillages and all those invaders who set their feet 
would have to pay heavily. 


All indications showed the enemy’s first target would be Ninghai. Qi Ji Guang immediately 
marched his force to meet the enemy. In there he would command his first battle. 


When Qi Ji Guang rushed to Ninghai, there were already over a thousand Japanese bandits 
ashore. When they saw the Ming troops they didn’t panic. By their previous experience, the 
Ming soldiers feared hand to hand combat the most. As soon as they got close and the forward 
was defeated, they would race each other in fleeing. 


They charged. Everything seemed to be going so smoothly that it was out of their 
expectations. Just when they got to the Ming army and even before they could start the attack, 
the enemy formation collapsed. Soldiers clustered together by twos and threes. The bandits 
were very pleased. To them, the oncoming battle appeared to be another cat and mouse game. 


But if they took a closer look, they would see those seemingly panicking and dispersed 
Ming soldiers were forming identical groups of eleven people. 


Before they were able to make arithmetic part of the popular education, they heard a 


sonorous command: 

“To formation!” 

A never before seen formation appeared in front of the Japanese bandits. It was also its first 
display in history. 

In the book Military given to Qi Ji Guang by Tang Shun Zhi, one chapter was titled Secret 


Tactic. In it there was such writing: The so-called Secret Tactic is the new name of the mallard 


formation. 
Thus the brand new formation had a name, mallard formation. 


If we have to study this formation in detail, we perhaps can write a book on it, here we just 
give it a brief introduction. Use it as a user’s manual, as long as you understand it. 
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To put it simply, the essence of the mallard formation is pretty much like a war of gangs, in 
which a target was set and on which everyone piled on. If there is in a distance, then beer 
bottles are the weapons. If it’s close, then machetes are used. If it’s hand to hand fight, daggers 
are thrashed. Regardless if you are a black belt or white belt or whatever your grade at 
swordsmanship, you'll end up dead. It’s just like the saying “Jumbled punches can kill an old 


master”. 


Of course it’s just an imaginative analogy. In fact mallard formation was a great invention 
in ancient military wisdom. As a close combat technique, in the ensuing one hundred years, 
people still couldn’t figure out a way to defeat it. 


The mallard formation of eleven men was able to get its name preserved in history and 
became well known not only because of its formidable fighting prowess, but also because it 
was almost flawless. 


It was almost a perfect combat formation because it featured a flawless combination of 
positions and weapons. Among the eleven men, one was the team leader, who stood in the 


front at the center of the formation. The remaining ten men were divided into two columns 
and stood behind him. 


Although there were only ten men, they held four different kinds of weapons and formed 
into five coordinated attack lines. Immediately behind the team leader were two shields men, 
who were responsible to protect themselves and their comrades behind, as well as the first to 
launch javelins to commence attack. 


Providing cover to the shields men were maces men. The mace was a special kind of 
weapon. It was of an odd shape which was made of a long iron bar, on which attached many 
spikes and barbs. When it was thrusted forward it worked like a barbed wire net and no one 
would be able to get pass it. 


Behind the maces men were four lancers, who constituted the main attack force. If enemies 
were met, they would thrust the lances forward. At the rear of the formation were two knives 
men. Their job was to prevent the enemy from getting behind them, so they protected the 
flanks of the lancers. 


This is a formation that offered no weak points that can be exploited. The eleven men work 
as a team to protect each other and formed into a perfect killing formation. Even if you are the 
supreme Japanese swords master Miyamoto Musashi, you are unlikely able to do anything 
about it. 


But ignorant men know no fear. The bandits in Ninghai brushed aside everything. They 
summoned up their Bushido spirits and charged forward. But before they could step forward 
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just a few paces, many were shot down by the javelins flying at them. A few lucky ones 
continued the charge and they would be stopped by the shields or hooked on by the maces. 
After a few back and forth pulling by the barbs, if they were still alive, they would be without 
their skins. 


Even if one was extremely lucky and hadn’t died by now, he still couldn’t laugh, there 
were still four lances waiting for him. Even if he wanted to counterattack but because there 
were the maces and shields blocking him, he would be very anxious but unable to do anything. 
Even if he was not stabbed to death, he would die of anger. 


The situation was basically just like that. Not long after the bandits began the charge, more 
than half of them were already killed by javelins, maces, and lances. Although knowing 
nothing about the structure of the formation and its secrets, the remainder knew one thing, 
they’d be surely dead if they didn’t flee. 


The initial skirmish in Ninghai ended. The Japanese bandits suffered over two hundred 
casualties. Except one minor injury, the Qi Army was completely intact. 


The first attack by Qi Ji Guang was a complete victory. The bandits were completely 
defeated. But years of military training told him the matter was not that simple. 


Intelligence reports showed in this attack, the enemy force numbered over several 
thousands and they had gone through thorough planning and organizing. Despite the one 
defeated was just the vanguard, the progress was simply too smooth. It was so smooth that it 
seemed like to have been planned. 


Qi Ji Guang’s premonition was correct. It was indeed a trap. Just when his army arrived in 
Ninghai, at the same time, the main bandit force of several thousand was advancing rapidly 
toward New River. They intended to raid New River. 


When the urgent message was sent to the headquarters, everyone was stunned. New River 
was very weak and had no defense capability. In addition, living in the city were the families 
of the Ming army officers and soldiers and among them mostly were women and children. If 
they fell into the hands of the bandits, the consequence would be unimaginable. 


That made everyone nervous. Their wives and children were still in the city and if 
something happened to them, it was not a light matter. Thus everyone asked to go back to 
fight and provide reinforcement. 


But Qi Ji Guang was very calm. He smiled and said to his men: 
“Don’t worry. Everyone, take it easy. Before the reinforcement arrives, the city won’t fall.” 
As a general who was averse of humbugging, when every time Qi Ji Guang was confident, 


he had his reasons. This time was no exception. He was able to arrive at this conclusion 
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because he knew very clearly that in the city of New River, there lived a very capable person. 
As long as this person was there, the bandits wouldn’t be able to enter the city. 


The person Qi Ji Guang feared the most 


Qi Ji Guang had been studying military books and practicing martial arts since his 
childhood. He had been in many battles and saw many dead. He had trampled on many dead 
bodies and no one had heard him unable to eat or sleep. He was known as a daredevil. In this 
world, was there anyone intimidating him? 


The answer is positive. Despite he had been in battles and killed men and despite he was 
very capable, he had been always fearful of one person, extremely fearful. 


This person was his wife. 


Being uxorious has been our country’s virtuous tradition. History has left us many glorious 
stories of henpecked men. Among these there of course must be something about Comrade Qi 
Ji Guang. His stories of being uxorious and his numerous glorious contributions have together 
all preserved in history for perpetuity. 

It was said his wife was really a vicious one. She harassed him so much that he couldn’t 
take it anymore and in a rage he moved out and lived in the barracks. His men pitied him 
while considering him an imbecile. So they exhorted him: Your wife is so arrogant and even 
dare to bully you. Let us put on our armor and have our weapons ready. We'll wait in the 
camp. You get her over here and we’ll chop her into pieces. That should end it. 

Perhaps Qi Ji Guang had had enough. Thus in the rage he stumped his feet: Let’s do it! Kill 
her! 

The appointed date arrived. His men were all geared up and hid in the camp. Then Qi Ji 
Guang sent for his wife to come to the camp. 

His Lady Wife came on time. She entered the camp and saw the fully equipped soldiers in 


arms. She showed no sign of fear at all and bawled at Qi Ji Guang: 
“Why do you get me here?” 


In front of the vicious wife, Qi Ji Guang showed no sign of weakness. He quickly stood up 
and said loudly: 


“T have just finished lining up the troops, so I’m inviting Your Ladyship for a review!” 


The story is apparently false. Even if Qi Ji Guang really wanted to get rid of his wife, he 
didn’t need to do it in such a public manner and summon up so many people to do it. After all, 


it was not an honorable thing being kicked out by one’s wife. 
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But the real Qi Ji Guang in history was indeed a man who was very afraid of his wife. In 
my opinion, the only difference between historical facts and the above story is that even if he 
wanted to do it, he wouldn’t dare to do it. 


Many think behind in fearing one’s wife lie the truth of loving one’s wife. But I believe 
Comrade Qi Ji Guang wouldn’t agree with this opinion. He was truly and honestly afraid. 


That’s because his wife was indeed a remarkable woman. At age eighteen, Qi Ji Guang, 
who just started at his new job, married a girl from the Wang family. She was the later Wife 
Wang. 


By now Qi Ji Guang was already a fourth grade commander. But his wife’ family was of 
even better breed. His father-in-law had been a garrison commander and was a senior general 
in the Ming army. A general bred a tiger-like daughter. Wife Wang had a stubborn temper. In 
addition, she had been practicing martial arts since childhood and was good at using swords 
and knives. It was said when she had a temper even Qi Ji Guang was not a match against her. 
He was often chased and beaten. 


Thus he couldn’t win on family pedigree and wasn’t sure a bet at brawling either, so when 
the two were in a confrontation, most of the time Qi Ji Guang had to yield. 


His wife was dominant. But actually as long as it was not about important matters, she 
always treated Qi Ji Guang well. Back then, General Qi’s family was not wealthy. Once, they 
bought a fish and his wife cooked it. But when it was put on the table, there was only the head 
and tail. 


Qi Ji Guang thought his wife perhaps had eaten it. So he said nothing. But when it was 
time for supper, Wife Wang brought out the fish again. Now Qi Ji Guang realized what 
happened. He was so moved that for quite a while he was unable to utter anything. 


But if it was about matters of principle then it was hard to say. The so-called matter of 
principle was concubines. 


Qi Ji Guang was not that so much into women. He had the idea simply because of the 
poisonous influence of the traditional idea that among the three most sinful acts of an un-filial 
son, not having a son is at the top. It just happened that Wife Wang didn’t give him a son. 
After a great effort, she had one but it died in infancy. As his wife getting older, Qi Ji Guang 
had to think about it. When he was thirty five, he took his first concubine Wife Shen. Later he 
took Wife Chen and Wife Yang. 


With the help of the concubines, Qi Ji Guang finally got himself some sons. They were the 
later Qi An Guo, Qi Chang Guo, and Qi Xing Guo, etc. 


Although in the most sinful old society, the state permitted polygamy and taking a 
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concubine didn’t constitute as an issue of extramarital affair, it depended on actual situation. 
Qi Ji Guang was acutely aware if his wife got the knowledge of it, it would be a serious matter. 
Thus he tightly controlled the information. He did all these things without letting his wife 
know. 


But paper can’t be a good containment for fire. With three women and the frolicking kids, 
do you think your wife has cataract eyes? 


The wife was enraged and the matter became serious. Usually, upon hearing her husband 
is having an extramarital affair, without exception, a wife reacts in the following ways. She 
either keeps everything suppressed or go to the Court to sue for divorce. Even the legendary 
famous vixen, Liu Yue E, managed only to go to her husband’s workplace and trouble his 
bosses. 


But Wife Wang’s way of handling this was quite different. Upon hearing the news, she 
went to neither his organization nor his boss instead she grabbed a dagger and rushed to Qi Ji 
Guang. 


It was worthy of praising that Comrade Qi Ji Guang was very adroit. When he heard the 
news he immediately sneaked away. Wife Wang found no one but she refused to give up. She 
stayed put at home every day and proclaimed: a monk may escape but his temple can’t escape, 
I won't give up until I chop you into pieces! 


Comrade Qi Ji Guang was now in trouble. He had a home but couldn’t go back. Living at 
work was also not a practical solution. Gnashing his teeth and without any armor on, he 
returned home in civilian clothe. Before his wife had a chance to act, he knelt down and burst 
into a loud howl. He launched a bitter tirade against feudalistic doctrines and said he was also 
a victim. He had to do it because he had to produce a son. He also brought back their old 
memory saying they actually had been loving husband and wife and they had lived through 
joy and sadness together, etc. etc. 


She was after all a woman. Bamboozled by Qi Ji Guang, she had her heart softened by him. 
She then threw down the dagger and hugged him and together they sobbed bitterly. 


Qi Ji Guang went to meet his wife alone and, trusting his own courage and his wife, was 
able to diffuse the rancor. But if you think the matter was as simple as that then you are wrong. 


Actually, the real Qi Ji Guang was a man who would almost never took risks. The key in 
his military strategy was “fight assured”, which is to say if there was no absolute assurance of 
a victory, he would never fight. In his political activities and daily life, he also had always been 
following this doctrine. His wife was so vicious and if rage overtook her and she actually 
stabbed him, it would be a huge loss to him. 
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But he still didn’t bring any guard with him and went to reason with his wife. He wasn’t 
afraid at all, not because he had quaffed some liquor to prop up his courage, but because 
underneath the civilian clothe he also had armor on. 


But if by this you think Comrade Qi Ji Guang was cunning, then that must be up for 
discussion. With such a fierce wife, it was not an easy affair for someone to eke out an 


existence, to live, and to flourish. 


Then Comrade Qi Ji Guang’s experience also showed us one’s mind must be fully ready 
before he commits himself to taking a fierce wife. 


This was the enemy the bandits would challenge. Soon they would feel the temerity that Qi 
Ji Guang had experienced. 


When the bandits reached New River, people panicked. After all, the soldiers in the city 
had all gone out fighting and the ones remained were civilians and women and children, who 


couldn’t amount any resistance. 


Then Wife Wang attacked. At the critical moment she stepped forward. She collected the 
only remaining body guards that numbered about a hundred. She ordered them to post 
placards to assure the people. But to defend the city, it wouldn’t be enough with just these 
men. Thus she went to the armory. 

The armory was the place where weapons were stored. To resist the bandits, only by taking 
out the weapons from the storage and equip the civilians, could they wait for reinforcement to 
arrive. 

But the warehouse keeper was a wooden headed stubborn man. He said the armory was 
put under his management by Qi Ji Guang and without Qi Ji Guang’s order, he would not 


obey anyone else’s command. 


Comrade Warehouse Manager was very arrogant, thinking he had the backing of Qi Ji 
Guang. He stubbornly refused to open the gate. But to the person in front of him, he had to 


make an exception. 
Madam Qi didn’t even give him a serious look. She shouted at once: 
“Who the hell are you? Open the gate now! Once Qi Ji Guang comes back, let him see me!” 


The manager shivered. He knew the woman was not someone to mess with. He 


immediately opened the gate and distributed the weapons to the civilians. 


Having resolved the matter here, Wife Wang went back home and put on her armor that 
had been the family heirloom. She went up to the wall and got herself ready to command the 
battle. She would prove in her own action that courage and gallantry weren't things that 
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belonged to only men. 


But despite Madam Qi was a fierce woman, she also knew her own situation. Although she 
had sufficient number of men under him, the civilians would only be good for show. It would 
be a foolery to rely on them to win battles. After a moment of reflection, she decided to employ 
a trick. 


When the bandits, dreaming of looting and spoils, rushed to New River, they were 
surprised to find everywhere on the city walls were banners and there were loud thundering 
peals of battle cries. Walls were strewn with people. And once a while arrows were launched 
and blunderbusses fired at them. 


It was a grand scene. Just like negotiations among mobsters, quantity was more important 
than quality. Regardless if you are an old man, old woman, or a housewife, as long as you are 
a human being, you would have been dragged atop of the wall. Although you can’t fight at 
least you'll be useful in frightening the enemy. 


The bandits were really terrified. But given they had gone this far, they didn’t want to go 
back empty handed. Thus they set up camps outside of the city. They wanted to wait for a few 
more days. 


They were able to wait only one day. 


It was not because they didn’t want to wait. It was because on the second day, Qi Ji 


Guang’s reinforcement arrived. 


Although Qi Ji Guang was confident about his wife’s ability, he also knew his wife alone 
wouldn’t be able to square off the bandits. Thus with the utmost urgency he sent in 


reinforcement. 


The bandits, who had been patiently waiting, were finished. The reinforcement launched a 
fierce attack. Madam Qi surely wouldn’t miss this opportunity. She led her guard troops and 
came out from the city to join the attack. But the bandits were really good at fighting. Despite 
they were attacked from both sides, they still managed to continue the resistance by occupying 
a large courtyard. The Qi Army then changed the strategy and attacked using blunderbusses. 
Nearly a hundred bandits were killed. The remainder could no longer resist, they dispersed 
and fled. 


On April 26 of year forty of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1561), the Battle of New River 
ended, the bandits suffered casualty of over two hundred eighty. The Qi Army had only three 
died in battle. 


As a chance encounter, the Battle of New River was a successful one. But Hu Shou Ren, 
general of raiders still felt a sense of unease. According to previous assessment, Ninghai was 
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just a trap and New River would have been the target of the bandits’ main force. But not until 
after the engagement, did he discover the bandits who attacked New River numbered only a 
thousand. If the enemy’s main force was not here, then where would they be? 


The answer was Ninghai. 


The bandits who advanced toward Taizhou were men who had been under Wang Zhi and 
Xu Hai. They had followed the two men for some time and they understood some military 
strategies. To them, trickery always worked and was not a new concept to them. 


When everyone thought Ninghai was just bait and New River was the real target, they 
changed their strategy and only sent a part of the force to New River. They withdrew the main 
force, hid in Ninghai, and waited for the arrival of the best opportunity. 


It was a brilliant strategy and many were fooled. But through the thickening fog, one man 


had always been able to see everything. 


As a brilliant general of generations, Qi Ji Guang was highly gifted in military affairs. Such 
sort of trickery couldn’t fool him. After the engagement in Ninghai, he realized the bandits 
were not simple. When it was reported enemies were seen in New River, he didn’t 
counterattack with his main force under him. Rather he only sent his unit commander Hu 
Shou Ren to help. He then went into hiding and waited for the enemy to come out. 


Very soon, his prediction would be verified. 


Just on the afternoon of the second day after he dispatched his reinforcement, there were 
urgent reports saying there was a large concentration of bandit forces and their target was 
Taizhou. 


Thus by far, the enemy’s movement had always been predicted by Qi Ji Guang. But 
something unexpected happened: Because he wasn’t able to accurately locate the enemy, Qi Ji 
Guang was still about a hundred lis away from Taizhou. But the enemy had already been the 
city. There was only one evening left to him. 


A more important problem was men had to be fed when they were sent into battles. But to 
ensure mobility, when they arrived in Ninghai, his Qi Army only brought three days of ration 
with them. Now it was already the third day and provision was running out. 


The problem presented to him was a tough one: a battle was coming, they were far, and 
they had nothing to eat. 


But Qi Ji Guang found a way to resolve the problem. He issued the order: the entire army 
would be on a forced march and they would eat in Taizhou! 
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Change of formation 


Just on the evening when Hu Shou Ren ended the Battle of New River and was holding 
banquets celebrating his victory, Qi Ji Guang was taking his army and marching toward 
Taizhou. The enemy had arrived in Taizhou and an attack would be launched at dawn. This 


evening was the only time allotted to him and was also the only opportunity. 


On April 24 of year forty of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1561), after an overnight forced 
march of a hundred ten lis, Qi Ji Guang and his army finally arrived in the city of Taizhou at 


dawn. By now the enemy was still two lis away from Taizhou. 
It was just in time, just in time. 


But when Qi Ji Guang ordered his troops to continue the march, an unexpected situation 


took place. His men, who had always obeyed his orders, decided to disobey. 


The brothers from Yiwu decided to go on a strike. You've said we’re just going to do a 
walk and we’ll eat when we get to Taizhou. Now you are eating your own words by insisting 
on fighting first. Although we’ve been honest, you can’t just humbug us this way. 


Reality proved Qi Ji Guang had his foresight. It was for this moment when back then he 
assiduously insisted on selecting honest men. He calmly stood up and talked about serving the 
needs of the people and the rise and fall of the country was on them. He managed to bring 
down tears from his troops. Then he summoned the cooks and ordered them to show the 
provisions they had taken from the city and asked to start cooking. Then he made a solemn 
promise: the enemy is in front of us, the food is here, once we’re done with the fighting, we'll 


eat! 


Thus the soldiers kept marching under the brightening sky. What propelled them forward 


was a simple idea: kill the bandits and then we can eat. 


At the Flower Street that was two lis away from the city, the bandits, who thought they had 
gained the upper hand, finally met the Qi Army. Besides the surprise, they also found their 
enemies all had very fierce looks. Their eyes seemed to be emitting green lights and they 
appeared bent on eating them (which was understandable). 

One side wanted to loot and the other side wanted to eat. Everyone was in a hurry. 
Without uttering a word they began to fight. 

Just like before, Qi Ji Guang once again deployed the mallard formation. The bandits faced 
them with Formation One, which was nothing but a single row and it was not a brilliant 
formation. But something unexpected happened. Despite the Qi Army had the advantage and 
many enemies were killed, they were not able to quickly route the enemy like before. 
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Observing the battle at the rear, Qi Ji Guang was also puzzled. But in an instant, he found 
the reason, the terrain. 


The mallard formation was a powerful formation. But there were eleven men in each unit. 
It required space for it to be effective. But Flower Street featured a terrain of tight spaces. The 
formation couldn’t be effective. The battle was in a stalemate. Qi Ji Guang issued his second 
order: 


“Change formation!” 
In an instant, change took place in the mallard formation, the first formation change began. 


The two columns behind the unit leader parted and reformed in units of five. The mace 
men stepped forward and lined up with the shields, which formed the first line of defense. The 
two lancers followed and knife men protected the rear. They began to fight independently. 


If the mallard formation was based on Tang Shun Zhi’s initial creation, then the new 
formation would have to be his own independent invention. It was mainly used in narrow 
street fighting. Its name was the pentad formation. 


Things were easier to do with fewer people. Five men units were far more nimble than 
units of eleven. The bandits brandished their long knives but they could neither attack nor 
defend. As soon as they were hooked on by the maces, in an instant they would be punctured 
by the lances. Despite many held their knives, shouted, and fought without retreating, besides 
having a few more holes on their body, they achieved not much. 


They decided to flee. Then just at this moment, Qi Ji Guang once again issued his order. 
The formation began to change for the second time. 


At the moment of the issuing of his order, the mace men rapidly advanced forward ahead 
of all of their comrades and stood at the front of the column. The two lancers followed them 
closely. The shields men and the knife men stood at the sides of the lancers to protect their 
flanks. The formation, led by the mace men, began to give chase. 


This was the second variation of the change. Its name was the triad formation. It was 
mainly used in charges or pursuit when the enemy was retreating in defeat. 


Of course to the Japanese, formation change was no longer of any importance anymore. 
The pentad and triad formations were all lethal. Fleeing was the best choice. The Qi Army 
pursued the remnants of the enemy and once again achieved a complete victory. 


On April 27 of year forty of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1561), the Battle of Flower Street 
ended. The bandits suffered over a thousand casualties and were routed. Over five thousand 


civilians who were taken prisoners were liberated. The Qi Army’s total casualty was three. 
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After the Battle of New River and Battle of Flower Street, the bandits lost all the 
momentum. Qi Ji Guang continued his attacks and in the Battle of Upper Ridge and Battle of 
Changsha destroyed large numbers of enemies. In the end of May of the same year, all the 
bandits were defeated on all fronts. The Japanese fellows came full of confidence but in a 
month they had been pursued and had their butts kicked. They took no money but lost a lot. 
They were dejected and went back. 


It was a glorious battle, in which Qi Ji Guang achieved a complete victory with the 


Japanese bandits’ total defeat. 


“Yours humbled, the right censor general of the Censorial Council, governer general of 
Zhili and Zhejiang in charge of military affairs reports, in April and May of year forty, the 
Japanese bandits invaded the coastline and inland areas around Taizhou. The commanding 
colonel of Taizhou and Jinhua took prisoner or killed one thousand four hundred twenty six 
bandits. Over four thousand drowned.” 

From April 22 through May 27 of year forty of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1561), Qi Ji 
Guang and his army of four thousand faced twenty thousand enemies. Fighting alone without 
help, they battled five times and won five times. In total they killed over five thousand five 
hundred. Their total casualty was less than twenty. In history it was called the Victory of 


Taizhou. 
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Compromise 


Qi Ji Guang finally achieved something and became famous because of it. For his 
outstanding performance in Victory of Taizhou, he was promoted to commander. From now 
on, he began to be called a national hero and a celebrated general against the Japanese bandits. 
But behind all these glories was another Qi Ji Guang, one who was good at building 
relationships, one who toadied his superiors, one who offered feasts and gifts, and one who 
caballed and partied. 


In numerous history books, Qi Ji Guang is the beau ideal of undaunted courage and valor. 
He excelled in strategizing and was decisive. He was invincible. All these were true. But he 
had another side. For example, everywhere he went he would first to pay homage to the local 
honchos. He first dined, entertained, and feasted. Then he traced family trees to find common 
ancestors. And finally everybody became brothers. But on his salary he would absolutely not 
be able to afford such high expenditures. The conclusion is: Qi Ji Guang was a man who both 
took and gave bribes. 


In his youth, his father’s inculcations lingered around Qi Ji Guang’s ears. He was taught to 
treat others with honesty. He was told not to seek gains via illicit means. Qi Ji Guang had 
believed and adhered to these pedagogies. He was convinced his father could not be wrong. 

But ever since at eighteen he took office in Shandong, he discovered he was wrong. 
Although he was honest and upright, nothing played to his favor. No one paid attention to 
him and no one helped him. He perhaps had noble beliefs, but he wasn’t able to realize them. 

And the event that influenced him the most had to be the forced departure of Yu Da You. 

To Yu Da You, the Battle of Port Cen was a very painful lesson. Just like Qi Ji Guang, he 
also began to train his new troops and was able to quickly build a very capable fighting force, 
which was the so-called Yu Army. His battle formations were also very unique. They were 
called the Triple Decker and Scaly Dragon, which we don’t need to describe in more detail 
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here, all you need to know is the two formations were pretty awesome. 
With his army and his formations, Yu Da You was ready to do something big. 


But before he even got the chance, just like the last time, he once again was baffled. This 
time, the main actor was Hu Zong Xian. 


In April of year thirty eight of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1559), Hu Zong Xian received a 
report, which said there was a group of bandits loitering at the coast of Zhejiang and asked 
him on how to handle them. 


Hu Zong Xian thought for a moment and issued this order: 
“Don’t be bothered with them as long as they are not allowed to be ashore.” 


Two months later, he was informed that, Li Hu, the supervising censor from the Censorial 
Council submitted a report against him. He was charged with allowing the enemy to escape 
and dump dirty water to his neighbor. 


That had to be a bad luck in an ominous year. Hu Zong Xian didn’t expect the bandits were 
there to do the looting. They didn’t come here so they went to the neighbor. If Governor Hu 
didn’t receive them, they went to Fujian and did a big time looting. 


The imperial inspector in Fujian was thoroughly outraged. He was livid and vowed to get 
Hu Zong Xian to explain it. Thus the argument reached the emperor and he demanded Hu 


Zong Xian to take the responsibility. 


But Hu Zong Xian was a big wave in deep water. After some tussles he emerged from it 
unscathed. That was basically how it went. 


The story seemed to have nothing to do with Yu Da You. Then from where the trouble 


came? 


If there was anything, then it wouldn’t be odd anymore. It was oddity that featured in Yu 
Da You’s life. 


After the matter was over, Hu Zong Xian regurgitated over it. If Fujian was firm in 
charging him that he let the bandits loose, then could it be possible that someone leaked the 
information and betrayed him? 


Then he began to look for clues. He first looked into Li Hu, who was from Fujian. He then 
looked into himself, who was also from Fujian. Looking into among those who occupied 
senior positions and had access to the secrets, then an answer emerged: Yu Da You was the 
garrison commander of Zhejiang and a native of Jinjiang of Fujian. 


That showed if one suffered, the government wasn’t one to blame. Comrade Yu Da You 


had worked dutifully and assiduously. But just because he was from Fujian, he managed to 
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become a spy. Governor Hu acted swiftly. He immediately wrote and pushed the 
responsibility onto Yu Da You. 


The emperor was angry again and ordered at once to remove Yu Da You from his position 


and sent him to prison. 


Qi Ji Guang saw everything happening before his eyes. He vividly remembered back then 
how Hu Zong Xian valued Yu Da You so much and heeded every piece of advice of his. But in 
an instant, in his own hands, he sent the man whom he had trusted without reservation to 
prison. In just a few days, the Commander of Zhejiang military district became the prisoner of 
the Guards in Brocade. 


Thus he finally saw it was a very unreliable bet to place his fortune and belief in just one 


man. Hu Zong Xian, his close friend in combat, was no exception. 


But just when he felt so sorry for Yu Da You, another piece of even more astonishing news 
came: Yu Da You had managed to get out of the prison and had been transferred to the 
northern border so that he had a chance to redeem himself. And per information from the well 
informed, he received leniency because Yan Song had got money and lobbied for him before 
the emperor. 


Qi Ji Guang cerebrated hard but failed to figure it out. In the officialdom, Yu Da You’s 
income would just be enough to maintain the lowest standard of living. He knew how much 
money Yu had at home. It would not be bad even if Yu was able to keep his wife and children 
alive. How could he have the money to offer bribe? But if he didn’t offer money, then how 
could Old Corrupted Yan have lobbied on his behalf? 


Then he suspected there must be some sort of secret connection between Yu Da You and 
Yan Song. 


Soon later he finally got the information from inside the Court. Yu Da You indeed didn’t 
give money to Yan Song and was also not Yan Song’s confidant. He got lenient treatment 
because he had a good friend, Lu Bing. 


No one knew how Yu Da You got hooked on with Lu Bing. But one thing was certain. Not 
only did Lu Bing lobby for him, he also gave his own money to Yan Song just as a business 
expense. Yan Song of course had to respect Lord Lu’s prestige. Thus Yu Da You was able to 
get out of prison in honor. 


The facts shocked Qi Ji Guang. He could have never thought the always reticent and honest 
Yu Da You had such a solid backing. They had been together for many years and maintained 
an excellent relationship. But he never heard a word from Yu about such backing. 


Qi Ji Guang felt his hair standing on end. He finally discovered he had been so vulnerable. 


317 


The End of Invaders 


He understood he certainly had a great idea in devoting himself to the country, but if he had 
neither backing nor connection, then Yu Da You’s current situation would be his tomorrow. 
Even the usually cordial Governor Hu could at any moment turn against him and make him 
bear what he couldn’t afford to bear. 


By then, he would be alone without help. There also wouldn’t be another Lu Bing to rescue 
him. 

Qi Ji Guang realized, in cruel reality, if he didn’t want to disappoint his father, he couldn’t 
handle matters in his father’s way. He decided to change. 


From then on Qi Ji Guang began his perambulation. When there were superiors from the 
Ministry of War visiting, he dined them. When he went to the Ministry of War, he was still the 
one offering entertainment. Socializing and fraternizing were just routine affairs. Everyone 
thought Qi Ji Guang was worthy of friendship and generous. By and by, he solidified his 
position in the Ministry of War. His superiors also valued him highly. 


But that was not his purpose. Qi Ji Guang knew in order to be in an invulnerable position, 
he had to find his own Lu Bing, a real backing. 


In Qi Ji Guang’s list of names, he first crossed out two names. The first one was Yan Song. 
He knew very well Hu Zong Xian was a member of Yan’s Party. If he went around Hu Zong 
Xian to connect with Yan Song, it meant his certain demise. More importantly, Old Corrupted 
Yan had an insatiable stomach. To dine him, he had to first count the money in his pocket. 


The second name was Xu Jie. The man also had to be out of consideration. Although Qi Ji 
Guang had a favorite feeling toward him, after all, he was in an inferior position in the Court. 
If he sought the backing from this man, it would mean he was antagonizing Yan Song. Then 
perhaps he would die even earlier than Lord Xu. 


Having the two big brothers excluded from consideration, Qi Ji Guang continued his 
search. Various signs showed the dean of the Imperial College was a very formidable man, 
who would have a great prospect. Thus in his list he took note of the name of the man, Gao 
Gong. 

He indeed had a keen set of eyes. But soon he found out it was a dream impossible to 
realize. Although Gao Gong didn’t occupy a high position, he was a very proud person. And 
the man had a very unique characteristic, he wouldn’t take bribes. 


In other words, the man was someone who could be penetrated neither by needles nor 
water. He wanted neither money nor women. Of course Comrade Gao Gong wasn’t one who 
was strong by being devoid of desires. He just placed all his desires on one thing, power. His 
ultimate goal was take the ultimate power to rule the empire. That was something he would 
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absolutely not be able to satisfy. 


But Heaven would not put someone at a dead end. Just when Qi Ji Guang felt his future 
prospects were uncertain, he unexpectedly found another man, who was Gao Gong’s deputy 
and at the time was the assistant dean of the Imperial College. He was known as a man who 
was thoughtful and foresighted and had a very promising future. Qi Ji Guang added one more 
name, Zhang Ju Zheng, to his list, which was also the last name. 


That was the beginning of the golden partnership. As to how Qi Ji Guang befriended 
Zhang Ju Zheng, no one knew. But what was certain was, Qi Ji Guang was good at building 


friendships and in some extent, Zhang Ju Zheng was not that upright. 


In this way Qi Ji Guang stabilized his position. Facts proved he was far sighted. So much so 
even later when Hu Zong Xian met his demise, he was able to remain standing for decades, 
thanks to his work in building connections. 


Building connections required money. But at Qi Ji Guang’s level and on his pay, it 
wouldn’t work even if he took usury loans. Even with eyes closed, one would be able to see he 
had other sources of income besides his salaries. 


That was Qi Ji Guang’s other side, which seemed to be inappropriate and shameful and 
should be condemned. But you should know, when he garrisoned the southeast, “people 
rejoiced and bandits terrified”. Thousands of lives were saved because of him. When he 
departed from his position, he had “commanded troops for over thirty years, had no land 
remaining, and the only things he owned were thousands of volumes of books.” He used all of 
his incomes, regardless from legal or illicit sources, on socializing, and he kept himself 
untainted. 


In front of realities, Yang Ji Sheng, who was adamantly uncompromising, was great. 
Because even having been through so much hardship, he adhered to his belief: devote himself 
to the country. But the compromising Qi Ji Guang was also great because he held the same 
sublime belief. 

In year thirty of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1551), Qi Ji Guang served in Jimen. He was 
twenty four that year. As a young man, he was rather restless. Besides on post duty and 


reading books, he also enjoyed loitering around. Then an event took place as he loitered. 


One day, he was on a long trip and passing by a temple. He saw it was enshrouded in 
smoke. He alighted and went in to see what was happening. Actually someone was teaching 
about immortality. 


In the years of Civility and Tranquility, teaching immortality was very popular. Because 
the lord emperor liked it, the people naturally didn’t want to be left behind and many imitated. 
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They lacked Comrade Emperor’s alchemy techniques and raw materials. But they wanted to 
be on the trend, and all they could do was to get together and swank. It was truly silly. 


But it was in this silly gathering that Qi Ji Guang discovered his belief. 


Given no one could put it in practice and shooting breeze was not taxed, everyone began to 
elaborate on his theory of immortality, such as burning incense and worshipping the Buddha, 
morning jog, eat less and sleep more, and etc. Some enthusiasts took the opportunity to chime 
in and exhorted people to practice alchemy and Taoism. Qi Ji Guang also became a target of 
their promotion. Amidst commotion in the foul atmosphere, Qi Ji Guang’s endurance reached 


its limit. He stood up and said in a loud voice: 
“On immortality, I also have my theory and I'd like to share with everyone.” 
Silence fell on the scene and a sonorous voice echoed in the entire temple: 
“Do your best and die without regret. That is the way to immortality!” 


Then, under the astonished watches of everyone, he walked out of the door of the temple, 
mounted, and rode away. Thereafter everything he did could be traced to this moment and 


everything he did later was in practice of the great belief. 


Song of triumph 


While working on advancing his career, Qi Ji Guang never for a moment lessening his 
attack on the Japanese bandits. Many times he totally annihilated the enemy. “No one comes 
out alive in meeting Qi” was the saying, which was truly the unequivocal voice from the 
hearts of the bandits. Perhaps because he was simply too rough, except a few inexperienced 
daredevils, seasoned bandits all shunned away from Zhejiang. Even when they went past his 
territory, they took care to detour far away. 


But the bandits had to feed themselves. Because Qi Ji Guang cut off their lifeline, they had 
to find other places to loot. And the new place for their work was Fujian. 

Starting from year forty of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1561), the bandits invaded Fujian 
in large scales. They showed astonishing strength in their expansion and fighting prowess. The 
local Ming forces weren’t a match against them. In just one year, from Fuqing in the north and 


Zhangzhou in the south, the entire province fell into their hands. 


The imperial inspector in Fujian couldn’t withstand it anymore. Once again he had to write 
to the Court. But this time he wasn’t complaining, instead, in order to save himself, he 
beseeched for Hu Zong Xian’s support. 


The emperor was serious about this one. He directly ordered Hu Zong Xian to immediately 
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send Qi Ji Guang to help. The scene of another battle was about to open. Everyone, including 
Hu Zong Xian and Qi Ji Guang, saw the opening of it but no one predicted the end of it. 


In Fujian Qi Ji Guang met Wang Dao Kun, the deputy supervisor of forces in Fujian. To the 
man sweating profusely and the local officials who appeared to have fire burning on their 
brows, Qi Ji Guang calmly posed his first question: 


“Where is the enemy?” 
“Everywhere!” was the answer he received. 


After examining the situation map, Qi Ji Guang immediately recognized he was in a big 
trouble. 


Because there were no able commanders, the bandit problem was very serious in Fujian. 
Bandits, even numbering in dozens, were daring enough to start a looting. But the Ming troops 
were powerless in dealing with them. The situation was almost out of control. 


It was a mess that was not easy to clean up. Not only were the enemy numerous, they were 
also scattered. If he took his troops to chase around, then they would labor to death if they 


were not killed. 


Although the situation was complicated, Qi Ji Guang was convinced the key to solving the 
problem was in the helter-skelter. After a long deliberation, he finally found it. 


The real reason that enabled the bandits to act so arrogantly was they had no sense of fear. 
Their past experiences told them they could rob at will and kill at will. No one would be able 
to stop them. To change the situation, he had to find the strongest force among them and 
completely destroy it. Then he would use hanging bodies to tell everyone else it was not a land 
for pleasure looting but rather a tomb of death. 


The target Qi Ji Guang chose was Hengyu. 


Hengyu was a small island and situated at the northeast of Ningde in Fujian Province. 
Over a thousand bandits were entrenched on this island. Their number wasn’t big but because 
in here they were the enemies that were the toughest and hardest to defeat, Qi Ji Guang chose 


this place. 


In fact the bandits on the island were indeed exceptional. Most of them came from the 
Kyushu region in Japan. The region was the poorest area in Japan and the locals were vicious, 
barbarous, and recalcitrant. The Japanese sixth division which perpetrated the Nanjing 
Massacre, was the bestial group mainly composed of men from Kyushu. 


They had been entrenched here for three years. Because of their pillage, the area around the 
island of hundreds of lis was totally desolate. The city of Ningde had become a ruin. The 
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imperial inspector of Fujian had mustered dozens of armies to attack but to no avail. That’s 
because not only did they possess exceptionally strong fighting ability, they also had a 
powerful helper. 


Actually the Island of Hengyu was very close to the mainland. At most the distance was 
just a few lis. Plainly speaking, one would be able to swim across wearing just a life vest. But 
strangely, in the past when the Ming forces assaulted in large scales, they managed to see in 


their eyes but not able to cross on their legs. 


It was so strange because the Island of Hengyu was very unique. In here the tidal wave 
ebbed in the morning and flowed in the afternoon. When the tide was high, the water was 
turbulent and would submerge the land and extended the distance between the island and the 
mainland to dozens of lis. But when the tide was low, the mud brought on by the water would 
make the roads very sloshy and it was impossible to walk on. 


By now you know the reason. Tide was low during the day and high in the afternoon and 
evening, which meant a night assault was very difficult. But cross water assault under bright 
daylight was the best opportunity for the enemy to use them to practice moving target 
shooting. More troublesome was even if you charged ahead despite risking being shot into 
becoming something like a porcupine, before you manage to reach the island, you would 
probably still be mired in the mud or disoriented after tumbling so many times. 


Well, assuming you were an immortal, you would be able to ride the cloud and land on the 
island. You met the enemy and began to fight. But you had to remember one thing you had to 
be mindful of the time and hurry up to finish the fight in time. You’d better to ensure you won. 
When it was in the afternoon, the tide would be high again. The thing wouldn’t wait for 
anyone. If it decided to rise at three and you still hadn’t finished by four, brother, you had to 
spend the night on the island. In case you were unlucky and there weren’t many managing to 
get on the island or you didn’t win, you’d better prepare yourself being finished in the night. 
Your opponent wasn’t so willing to spend the night with you peacefully. 


For three years, thousands of troops and dozens of generals in succession weren't able to 


get it done. Qi Ji Guang came and he was a man who could always find a way. 


After carefully studying the terrain and deliberating again and again, Qi Ji Guang finally 
settled on a strategy. But before the battle began, he had to do one more thing. 


Qi Ji Guang convened a meeting. The ones who attended the meeting were all of his 
generals and soldiers. In the meeting, in a solemn voice he told the truth of the matter to 


everyone: 


On the Island of Hengyu there entrenched a group of extremely ferocious bandits, whom 
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could be tougher to deal with than any enemy they had met before. In addition, the tide was 
more treacherous. It ebbed at six in the morning and flowed at two in the afternoon. In other 
words, from the start of the landing to the end of the battle, they had only eight hours. 


There was a deathlike silence. Everyone understood what it meant. 
Qi Ji Guang straightforwardly uttered the final words: 


“Once you are on the island, you'll have no place to retreat. If you fail to defeat the enemy, 
the moment the tide is high is the moment you die. If you don’t believe you have the will, 
don’t go across. I’m not going to blame you a bit.” 


After a momentary silence, Qi Ji Guang heard thunderous replies: 


“We've come from a thousand lis away. How can we retreat? We won’t quit until we 
destroy the bandits!” 


No need to say more, it is about taking back the territory that belongs to us and revenging 
for the fellow kinsmen who have been killed. There is no need to hesitate. 


At the dawn of August 9% of year forty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1562), the Qi 
Army began the assault on Hengyu. 


Now the tide just had receded and the day was still early. The bandits’ defense slackened 
and it was the most opportune time to start. 


But within just a few steps out, the first problem lay before them. Because the tide just 
receded the road was muddy and at many places it was impossible to walk on. But Qi Ji 
Guang had come up with a solution a long time ago. He ordered each soldier to bring with 
him a special item, straw. With every step forward, soldiers spread straws to pave the road, 
which allowed the troops to move steadily forward. 


By now the bandits on the island had discovered the Qi Army. But they didn’t act. They 
only sneered and watched the scene in front of their eyes. They knew very well that to land on 
the island, just relying on straws was far from enough. 


As expected, a more serious problem presented itself. The soldiers finally discovered the 
closer they got to the island, the muddier the road. But that was still not the crux of the 
problem. The real enemy was their physical strength. 


Historians have done some analysis. In Ming, when a soldier went into combat, he had at 
least fifteen kilograms of weight on him, including his personal armor and the extra weapons 
and other equipment. The Qi Army, whose soldiers carried various sorts of weapons, could 


only carry even more. 


33 This is a date in the Chinese calendar. 
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It was a dreadful number. Even American special SEAL forces carried only about ten 
kilograms during their routine trainings. But the Qi Army had to first tread through the mud 
and then wade through the sea water. It was really an armed amphibian operation. 


Just as the bandits predicted, the Ming soldiers, lurching, started showing signs of physical 
exhaustion. If they continued like that, even if they managed to climb ashore, they wouldn’t be 
able to fight. 


Qi Ji Guang, at the rear, saw everything. He understood if it continued like that the result 
would be a defeat. Thus he ordered to bring out the thing that he had prepared ahead of time. 


The soldiers at the front were already miserable beyond description. They were barely 


sustained by their will. Then just at that moment, they heard peals of loud drum beats. 
The soldiers turned their heads and saw this scene. 


Qi Ji Guang stood there alone and furiously beat the drum. By now, there was nothing else 


he could do and it was the only help he could provide. 


Therefore, at the breaking dawn, the lone and clear sounds of drum beats echoed in the air 


and in the heart of everyone. 


After a momentary silence, accompanied by the drum beats, propping up their fatigued 
bodies, relying on their unbending will and the firm belief of victory, the Ming soldiers 
continued to push forward toward the small island ahead of them. 


It was the land that had always belonged to them. 
The bandits finally panicked. They witnessed the happening of a miracle. The utterly 


exhausted army suddenly resurrected itself. They overcame the mud and water and moved 
toward them one step at a time. 


The bandits, shadowed by a great terror, began to form. They mustered all the forces into 
formation along the shore. They wanted to do an “attack while the enemy is treading in the 
water” by waiting for the Ming troops to come ashore and then attack and push the enemy 
back to sea before the enemy was able to establish a steady foothold. 


But once again they underestimated the strength of their enemy and made the wrong 


judgement. 


The Ming troops coming ashore didn’t attack right away, as the bandits expected. Rather 
they stayed put and waited until their comrades behind them came on. Not until they 
organized themselves into that special formation, did they begin to continue to move. Now the 
bandits were like awakened from a dream. But it was too late. As soon as the mallard 
formation formed, they were doomed. 
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Despite they came from Kyushu, where the most vicious and cruelest beasts were 
produced, despite they fought stubbornly, and despite they had been thwarted, they 
continued to brandish their knives and charged forward. But everything was to no avail. 
Before the even more brave and ferocious Ming troops and the powerful mallard formation, 
defeat was their only outcome. 


Very quickly the battle morphed into a game. The front of the bandits totally collapsed. 
Then the Ming army changed into the triad and pentad formations. They chased the scattered 
and fleeing bandits and put them to death. The over one thousand bandits on the island were 


killed, committed suicide, drowned, or captured. Not a single one was spared. 


The Battle of Hengyu ended. In six hours, the Ming army completely annihilated the 
bandits on the island and liberated over eight hundred women and children. Their own 
casualty was thirteen. 


In this struggle of will, Qi Ji Guang and his army became the final victor. They deserved it. 


They won the battle. The Ming soldiers who had spent the last bit of energy could sustain 
no more. One after another they lay on the ground and couldn’t move anymore. Silence 
enshrouded the post-battle Hengyu. 


Qi Ji Guang looked at the scene before him in silence. He knew this was a silence of 
triumph and a silent song of victory. Thus there was a loud sound of recitation: 
Mountains shake when hearts of thousands unite, 
Our loyalty and morality outshine starlight. 
The commanding general loves me more than my parents, 
Freedom no more if military laws are of no adherence. 
When orders are clear, rewards and punishments mean the way, 
Into the raging combat one dares to stay. 
Under the Son of Heaven I serve, and for plebs I fight. 
Kill all the bandits, I earn and become a knight! 
That was the Song of Victory, which will be recited by thousands of generations, 
remembered in history, and never cease echoing. 


The demise 


The real significance of the Battle of Hengyu was to frighten a monkey by killing a chicken. 
After this battle, everywhere the bandits in Fujian were truly scared and no longer dared to be 
so arrogant and wanton anymore. Qi Ji Guang, riding on his victory, continued his fight. In 
Qidian, Niutian, and Lindun he soundly defeated the bandits and destroyed over five 
thousand enemies. The situation became very good. 
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But then trouble came. Although Hu Zong Xian was in charge of the southeast, Fujian was 
not in his jurisdiction. Qi Ji Guang was there on a temporary loan. When the time was up he 
had to report back. With such a good foreign aid, Fujian surely didn’t want to lose him. And 
also now it was the best time to strike at the bandits. If he returned to Zhejiang, everything 
gained so far would be lost. 

Therefore Qi Ji Guang decided to write to Hu Zong Xian and request an extension of the 
loan. He swore to Wang Dao Kun, the Fujian military supervisor, Hu Zong Xian was a 
reasonable man and would look at the whole situation first, and barring anything 


extraordinary, there would be no problem. 


But something extraordinary indeed took place. Hu Zong Xian would never able to read 
his letter. 


In November of year forty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1562), Hu Zong Xian was 
removed from his position, arrested, and was sent to the capital. 
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It was complaints again that made Hu Zong Xian, whose power tilted the world, ended up 
like that. Not long ago, Lu Feng Yi, a palace emissary from the Ministry of Revenue and 
Population in Nanjing accused him of ten felony offenses, which include partisanship with 
Yan Song, corruption, misrepresentation of results in military reports, and questionable life 


styles. 


For a long while complaints against Hu Zong Xian never ceased, which was not surprising, 
whoever in his position would end up being scolded to death. But in the last a few years, no 
one had been able to do anything against him. 


It was because Hu Zong Xian was smart and clever. In addition, he enjoyed the protection 
from the emperor and was good at building connections. So he had been always safe and able 


to overcome dangers. 


But a big tree catches more wind. Day after day and year after year, if one was constantly 
hung up by others and attacked as a target, regardless how thick his skin was, he wouldn’t be 
able to sustain them. Slowly the emperor shunned away from him. In addition, the charges 
made by Lu Feng Yi were not fiction. The fellow indeed associated himself with the 
treacherous people. He enjoyed boasting his achievements. He had many women around him 


and lived a questionable life style. 


The final straw on the back of the camel finally fell on after years of such attacks. The 
emperor lost his confidence in him completely. He was removed from his position, questioned, 
and put in prison. This time, even a white tiger and white leopard came out together would 


not be enough, not to mention a white deer. 


Comrade Civility and Tranquility was rather generous. Considering Hu Zong Xian indeed 
accomplished a lot and having sent up an albino deer, after he was removed from office he 


was sent home. 


But back then the fellow was just too eager to get things done. The unsavory things he had 
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done were just too many. Two years later, he was again a target of revelation. It was alleged 
that he faked imperial decrees. Once someone earned such a charge, he wouldn’t be able to 
escape from his fate even if he was a god. 


Hu Zong Xian went back to the prison that had parted from him for two years, waiting for 
condemnation. But Comrade Civility and Tranquility was really nice to others and still didn’t 
want to kill him. And he was just jailed, waiting for trial. 


But Hu Zong Xian, who had been always strong, couldn’t sustain it anymore. He spent all 
of his energy and exhausted his efforts. He had no scruples in aligning himself with the 
treacherous ones and having his reputation damaged. He toadied and flattered in all possible 
ways. He betrayed his promises in killing Xu Hai and eliminating Wang Zhi. He offered a 
white deer to the emperor to foretell auspices. He did all these simply in order to realize his 
ambition, to save the people, and to put down the bandits. 


But now he ended up like this. He was in a stinky prison cell. He wore ragged prisoner’s 
clothe. He faced an imprisonment with no end in sight. Forever gone was the glory when he 
was the potentate of the southeast. Even if he managed to get out of prison, what awaited him 
would be people’s despise and indignation. 


The proud Hu Zong Xian would not be able to endure all these. He would rather give up 
his life than losing his dignity. 

On a dark night soon after, the fifty four year old Hu Zong Xian chose to kill himself and 
ended his life in prison. 


Before his death, he wrote down his anger and unfairness of the last moment of his life: A 
fine sword gets buried in injustice, a loyal spirit swirls around white clouds. 


From Huizhou to Datong, then from Datong to Zhejiang, from a little censor to the 
governor general in charge of the southeastern provinces, and then to a prisoner, Hu Zong 
Xian devoted all of his life to his ideal. But that was his end. I believe at the moment before his 
death, he was in despair and discontent. 


By now [ have truthfully written down all he did, his rapacious cunning and betrayal of his 
vows; his cleverness and shrewdness; his toughness and audacity; his loyalty to the country; 
and all of his good and bad deeds and right and wrong. 


Iam convinced history will eventually give him a fair appraisal. 


Hu Zong Xian was finished. But his ambition didn’t get abandoned. Qi Ji Guang 
successfully avoided all the troubles and continued his war against the bandits. Soon after, he, 
together with Yu Da You, who had been restored to his previous position, advanced their 
forces into Fujian. After the battles in Xinghua and Xianyou, they eliminated the bandits in 
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Fujian. In the ensuing five years, he pursued the enemy relentlessly. By year one of Grand 
Celebration (AD 1567), the Japanese bandit problem that had plagued China for decades was 
finally suppressed. 


Starting from year thirty three of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1554), under the leadership 
of Hu Zong Xian, with the continuous efforts by Qi Ji Guang, Yu Da You, and others, through 
a prolonged war that lasted for twelve years, the Japanese bandits were finally expelled from 
China. 


Despite that the course was profoundly influencing, in the anti-bandit war that lasted a 
very long time with great impact there was no large scale battles. The scenes, in which 
hundreds of thousands of men hacking against each other, never appeared. But still, I recorded 
the whole course in detail. 


In this calamitous unrest, men like Hu Zong Xian, Qi Ji Guang, and Yu Da You, who had 
their names known, and the thousands of anonymous people, in their own actions, voiced a 
loud sound to the invaders: 


This is the land where we grew up. We will defend it. We will never give in. We will never 
retreat. Those who dare to attack this land will pay with the dearest price. 


The main characters in this play also had very different endings. 


After finishing his work in Fujian, Yu Da You went to the Guangxi and Guangdong region 
and became the commander of the Guangxi military district. In there he successfully 
suppressed a revolt and obtained the highest position in his life, right military governor (a first 
grade position). 

But he never could have thought his life would have a meaningful start and a meaningful 
ending. By now, odd things were still not quite done on him. He obviously performed at his 
position honestly and his family was utterly poor, but still, he was the subject of a secret 
complaint, in which he was accused of corruption. Then he had to retire. Soon after that, he 
once again was appointed the garrison commander of Fujian. But he didn’t expect that a few 
years later, he was once again demoted, thanks to faults committed by one of his subordinates. 
Then he was promoted again. In year eight of Ten Thousand Seasons (AD 1580), he died at age 
seventy seven. He was posthumously awarded the position of left military governor. 


Yu Da You, who struggled and suffered for his entire life, didn’t have to struggle and 
suffer anymore. Although oddity was a feature of his life, his great accomplishments would 
forever be remembered by history. 


Qi Ji Guang went to Jimen. Seventeen years later, the little patrol officer came back again. 
But his title had been changed to Garrison Commander Qi. In here he would get the full 
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support of his ally Zhang Ju Zheng and release his greatest energy. The story about him would 
be very long. 


Now there remained the last protagonist. His ending was also the strangest and most 
miserable. 


When Hu Zong Xian was arrested, Xu Wei said not a single word. He knew nothing he 
said would matter. It was already a hopeless situation. It was himself that he had to worry 
about. 


He fully understood that under an overturned nest, there could be no eggs intact. As Hu 
Zong Xian’s aide, he surely couldn’t escape from the association. But what tortured him more 


was his dream was completely shattered. 


Xu Wei had a dream. Although he excelled at poetry and painting he didn’t want to be just 
a writer or an artist. He wanted to achieve something and accomplish something. Those were 


his real ambitions. 


When he became Hu Zong Xian’s man, commanded with confidence, and strategized, he 
once thought his future would be bright. But all of a sudden, fortune once again tossed him 
into an abyss. 


His hopes were annulled. In addition, rumors circled around that he would be arrested to 
be a companion with Hu Zong Xian. Xu Wei’s never broke completely. He tried to commit 
suicide, in following ways: 

Method one, hack his own head using an axe. 

Method two, drive a nail into his own head. 

Method three, hit his own belly with a hammer. 

We have to say a strange man was strange. Even in committing suicide he employed these 
strange methods. But even more strange was despite his relentless effort, he wasn’t able to 
accomplish his death. Despite his face was covered by blood, a long nail entered his brain, and 
internal bleeding, he didn’t die. It was really a miracle in the world of medicine. 

Thus some speculated he feigned madness and mutilated himself in order to avoid 
problems. But if he feigned madness, he probably paid too dearly a price. Nonetheless, he 
suffered much. But he still ended up in prison, not because his association with Hu Zong Xian, 
but because he killed someone. 

Because he used too much force in his suicide attempt (or feigning madness), he over did it 


and killed his own wife. He was regretful on what he did and was arrested by the local 
government. Because of his fame and it was an accident, he was not executed and was only 
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imprisoned. 


He was in prison for seven years. Later, one of his hometown folks learned about it and 


rescued him. Finally he was allowed to walk out of the prison. 


By now, it was already the era of Grand Celebration. The world had greatly changed. 
Nothing was the same. The weather beaten Xu Wei, who was over fifty, looked older than a 
seventy year old. No one would have thought the haggard-looking man was the proud, 
ambitious, daring, and energetic number one military advisor in the southeast. 


Without a wife and prospect, he was also without hope. 


The lone Xu Wei began to roam around. He toured the whole country. He went to Fujian, 
Zhili, Shanxi, and then Jizhou. In there he once again met Qi Ji Guang. 


Throughout his entire life, Xu Wei had been a proud man. He thought of himself a man of 
extraordinary talent and looked down at other men. But he was exceptionally courteous to Qi 
Ji Guang. In his view, the man was extraordinarily daring and was no less than talented than 
himself. And he took Qi as his close friend. 


Seeing his friend who had parted from him for a long time, Qi Ji Guang was very excited. 
He set up a banquet to welcome his old friend. During the feast, the two drank and talked. 
When the subject touched on Xu Wei’s future, Qi Ji Guang indicated and hoped that he would 
stay and work in the army. 


Xu Wei simply smiled and said nothing. Qi Ji Guang was a shrewd man, and he never 
mentioned it again. Xu Wei didn’t change. Although he was out of favor and was a tramp. He 
was still the proud Xu Wei. 


Then they talked about another matter. 


The subject returned to the war against the bandits. Xu Wei, who studied military 
strategies in depth, began a discourse on the famous generals of the time. In his view, since the 
years of Civility and Tranquility, only three men could be considered extraordinary. They 
were Qi Ji Guang, Yu Da You, and Tan Lun (who was at the time the governor of Jizhou and 
Liaoning). All others were just ordinary men not worthy of mentioning. 


Here we need to have a few words on Tan Lun. The man was not as famous as Qi Ji Guang 
but at the time he was Qi Ji Guang’s superior. He started his career as a civilian but he liked 
military affairs. He had been in the military for over thirty years. He was strategic minded and 
brave in battle. In every combat he would enter the fight personally. By some statistics, the 
enemies killed by him personally numbered nearly a hundred. He killed men like cutting 
vines. He deserved his reputation as a celebrated general. 


Qi Ji Guang agreed with Xu Wei. But he also said these words: 
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“All you have said is correct. But in my view, there is one more man.” 


The next day, he said farewell to Qi Ji Guang and with curiosity went to Eastern Liao. He 
would want to see personally the fourth man whom Qi Ji Guang highly admired, Li Cheng 
Liang. 

In Eastern Liao, Xu Wei heard a piece of news. Li Cheng Liang, who was at the time the 
deputy garrison commander of Eastern Liao, needed a tutor. Without hesitation, he went for 


an interview. 


Upon seeing the haggard old man, Li Cheng Liang almost wanted to give him a meal and 
let him leave right away. But out of politeness, he still patiently asked if the man possessed 
any special skills and what he could teach. 

“Military strategy.” 

When these words reached the ears of the men present, almost everyone erupted into a 
burst of laughter. Li Cheng Liang also failed to restrained himself and laughed out loud. He 
was a general and why would he need a haggard old man to teach him military strategy? 


But the man showed no sign of nervousness. He simply calmly looked at the men who 


laughed at him. 
But Li Cheng Liang stopped laughing. He suddenly thought of something. Not long ago, 


Qi Ji Guang, the garrison commander of Jizhou, had sent a message to him via a fast rider. In 
the message he described a man who looked similar. 


He changed his look and carefully asked: 
“Is Your Grace from Meng Zhu’s (Meng Zhu was Qi Ji Guang’s alias) place?” 
Xu Wei nodded his head slightly. 


Then Li Cheng Liang severely admonished those impolite subordinates of his and issued 
the second question: 

“Is Your Grace’s surname Xu?” 

Once he got the affirmation again, he immediately walked down and saluted the old 
gentleman with great respect. Everyone around was stunned and opened their eyes. But Li 
Cheng Liang knew well. When he was still a poor and unaccomplished outstanding talent, the 
man in front of him was already strategizing in the southeast and famous in the country. 


He summoned his eldest son Li Ru Song and his second eldest son Li Ru Bai to him and 
offered them to Xu Wei, enjoining them to learn with their whole heart. 


Xu Wei didn’t disappoint Li Cheng Liang. In the days later, he taught all he had learned in 
literature and everything he had learned during the years in fighting the bandits to the two 
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youths. 


But Xu Wei’s theory was very different from what they learned from the previous tutor, 
especially his theory on fighting the bandits, which didn’t seem to be applicable to the Mongol 
cavalries who roamed the prairies. Thus Li Ru Song posed this question: 


“Are these useful to learn?” 
Xu Wei looked at the child and in a solemn manner, nodded his head. 


One night after another, Li Ru Song learned with full attention and studied everything 


Master Xu taught him. He was convinced one day what he was learning would be of use. 


Not long after, Xu Wei resigned. Despite Li Cheng Liang repeatedly asked him to stay, he 
still left. Perhaps in his mind, his mission had been accomplished. 


Over twenty years later, Pyongyang, Korea. 


The Korean king Li Ri Gong, who had been under pursuit with almost half of his life gone, 
finally returned to his palace. Not long ago, this place had been the headquarters of Generals 
Konish Yukinaga and Kato Kiyomasa of the Japanese invasion force. But now, he would hold a 
grand banquet to welcome the man who expelled the Japanese army and got him back to his 
palace. 


Li Ru Song, the provincial commander-in-chief of Jizhou and Liaoning came as promised. 
As the commander of the force in Korea, since he entered Korea, he had won every battle and 
defeated the Japanese forces under Konish Yukinaga. Near ten thousand enemies had been 
killed. Pyongyang, Kaesong, and Gangwon had been recaptured. In his own effort he saved 
the Korean theatre from a dangerous situation. 


Li Ri Gong admired Li Ru Song highly and also appreciated very much of his military 
strategies. After all, without this fellow, he perhaps would still be hiding in hills and woods. 
But in his heart, he still had a question unanswered. Taking the opportunity, he sought the 
answer from Li Ru Song: 


“If Your Grace’s army is so good at fighting, then why did General Zu Cheng Xun lose?” 
Zu Cheng Xun, as referred here by Li Ri Gong, was the Ming general who entered Korea 


previously. But, he failed in the fights and soon his entire line collapsed and had to retreat 
back home. It was a sharp contrast comparing to what was done by Li Ru Song, who came 
later. 


Li Ru Song smiled and told his men to hand over a book and showed it to Li Ri Gong: 
“Everything about fighting the Japanese is in this book.” 
The title of the book is New Book on Discipline and Effectiveness. Its author was Qi Ji Guang. 


333 


The End of Heros 


Li Ri Gong was exhilarated. After looking at the cover, he was about to receive the book 
from Li Ru Song and continue to read its content. But although smile was still on Li Ru Song’s 
face, his hands still held the book tight and slowly took it back. 


It was a clear signal. The book is not for you to read. 


Li Ri Gong didn’t insist. But he remembered the title of the book in his heart. Later he sent 
men to China to buy the book in large quantities. Thus the book New Book on Discipline and 
Effectiveness was spread to Korea and Japan. 


Although Li Ru Song showed the hard stuff, Li Ri Gong still had some doubts. He 
continued to question Li Ru Song. Is it so that victories can be won by just reading the book? 


Li Ru Song withdrew his smile and told the king solemnly that the book had been written 
by the famous general Qi Ji Guang. The book summarizes the experience of more than a 
decade in fighting the Japanese. It was a book specifically written to defeat the Japanese. 
Although what was written appeared to be nothing extraordinary, it was hard to learn. One 
had to use it with care. Without years of practice, one shouldn’t follow it. 


But he was into military strategy not due to what is written in the book. Even before the 
book was published, he had already learned all the secrets in the book. 


Out of curiosity, Li Ri Gong asked the last question: Before the book was written, how did 
you learn the strategies in the book? 


“Many years ago, my teacher had taught me.” 


Li Ru Song raised his head toward the south. He knew over forty years ago, as his 
forefather, his teacher had been fighting together with Qi Ji Guang to repel the Japanese and 
protect the country. 


Now it was January of year twenty one of Ten Thousand Seaons (AD 1593). 


But what Li Ru Song didn’t know was almost at the same moment, the old gentleman who 
had taught him was lying in a shanty. He had sold all of his calligraphy and paintings. He was 
destitute and ill and no one was around to take care of him. Not long after, full of anger and 


sorrow, he died. He was seventy three. 


Xu Wei’s legendary life drew to a close. Facing the cruel fate, he had stubbornly persisted 
for too long. Everything he had done would be written in history books, thanks to his 
extraordinary talent and wisdom, as well as the accomplishments that would last forever. 
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A miserable bystander 


Regardless how Hu Zong Xian and Xu Wei ended their lives, at least they had their 
moments of glory. But to Xu Jie, from the beginning to the end, his life had always been 
enshrouded in a heavy dark fog. With Yang Ji Sheng dead and Tang Shun Zhi left, the scene in 
which he was shunned and betrayed appeared again. One after another, his associates sought 
other avenues. No one wanted to be attached to him because no one wanted to be against Yan 
Song. 


Doubtless, what pained him the most was the Wang Shi Zhen incident. 


Wang Shi Zhen was added to Yan Song’s black list. Actually the gifted man never ran afoul 
of First Secretary Yan. After Yang Ji Sheng died, he helped this poor classmate of his by 
receiving the dead man’s corpse and mourned with a loud wail. Everything ensued was the 
result of what he did. 


All he did was burying the dead and mourning. Was one even deprived of that little right? 


But to Yan Song, the answer was affirmative. He would punish all those against him, as 
well as all those who sympathized with those against him. He trained his target on Wang Shi 
Zhen. 


But Wang Shi Zhen was clever. He was extremely careful and never left any opening for 


Yan Song to exploit. But eventually First Secretary Yan found an opening in his father. 


Coincidentally, just at this moment, Wang Yu, Wang Shi Zhen’s father, got in trouble at 
work. He was removed from his position and investigated. It was really just a matter that 
could be minimized. But thanks to his son’s actions, Yan Song inserted his influence into this 
matter, which became something punishable by death. 


Wang Shi Zhen panicked. He tossed away all of his dignities and principles, resigned, and 
immediately went to the capital. He went directly to Yan Song’s home. He knew all was in this 
man’s hands, including his father’s life. 
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Cut to the chase was a trick that had been used for years. Lu Bing had employed it and Yan 
Song had employed it. Now it was Wang Shi Zhen’s turn. But unfortunately, this time, the 
target of his effort was not Xia Yan, but Yan Song. 


For days and nights, Wang Shi Zhen knelt at the door of Yan Song’s home, kowtowed and 
begged ceaselessly. His ceaseless sobs seemed to have also moved Yan Song, who received 
him and indicated to him to not to worry. As long as I, Yan Song, am around, your father will 


be safe. 


Wang Shi Zhen believed him. But after some time, his father was still in the prison. His 
colleagues at the Ministry of Justice also informed him that Yan Song had quite a few times 
urged them to kill Wang Yu and finish the case as soon as possible. 


Wang Shi Zhen was stunned. But there was nothing else he could do. After thinking over 
again and again, he decided to resort to the last method. It was a method that, no one, even to 


death, would want to use. 


The next day, on the walkway where the officials went to the Court, Wang Shi Zhen and 
his younger brother knelt there. To the officials who were going to the Court, they kowtowed 
ceaselessly until blood streamed down their faces. They wanted the officials to help by saying 
a few kind words for their father and get their father released. 


But they were ignored by everyone. 
Then Wang Shi Zhen did something that would tear any educated man’s heart. With his 
knees down, he slapped himself. While he was slapping, he sobbed and uttered loud cries, 


until his face was swollen. He hoped someone would show some mercy and help to rescue his 
father. 


But still, no one responded. 

Everyone witnessed the cruel scene. But no one uttered a sound. After all, men like Yang Ji 
Sheng were a small minority. 

A month later, Wang Yu was executed. Wang Shi Zhen was distraught with grief. But there 
was nothing he could do. 

Yan Song once again was victorious. But he couldn’t expect this was another stupid act of 
his after he killed Yang Ji Sheng. Wang Shi Zhen was someone no one should mess against. 


One had to know despite that Brother Wang was not a senior official he was an 
exceptionally gifted man. He was the leader of a literary circle and had a wide influence to 
society. Anyone received his praise would become famous. Any calligraphy or painting work 
would be thought as good if he said it was good. In today’s words, he was a man with power 
in his words. Yan Song now was in a big trouble. 
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He who was able to bring someone up was surely also able to bring someone down. In the 
ensuing decades, besides on his literary works, he placed his main concentration on 
lambasting Yan Song. He wrote a book titled A Biography of the First Secretary, in which he 
severely excoriated Yan Song. Because he was multi-talented and was a star in the three 
branches of literary world, he also excelled in writing poetry and plays. Thus in these works 
Yan Song couldn’t escape from being mocked. For instance, for hundreds of years, the famous 
play The Singing of a Phoenix was recited and sung by later generations. Yan Song, alongside 
with Cao Cao, became an archetype of white faced treacherous officials. 


Thanks to his intense hatred of Yan Song, there are some distortions of facts in his book. 
But comparing that to what he had all lost and the miseries he suffered, as I see it, everything 
seems to be understandable. 


But those were just vilifications left behind him in history. Nothing could be done to the 
frolicking Yan Song, who ate and slept as well as before and enjoyed good health. 


The one truly stunned was Xu Jie. He didn’t expect Yan Song could be so cruel that he 
would even torture just a sympathizer. He truly deserved his name as a seasoned political 
scoundrel. 


As an upgraded version of scoundrel, a political scoundrel is something very special. The 
biggest difference between them is if a regular scoundrel goofs around in a mob society and 
hacks someone to death, he will be punished and put in prison. But a political scoundrel goofs 
around in an imperial court. If he kills someone, he is going to continue the killing until 


everyone is exterminated. 


Xu Jie understood this. What was more clear to him was it was still not the time to deal 
with this formidable man. Thus when he walked past by Wang Shi Zhen, who was slapping 
himself in the face, he didn’t pause, nor did he step out. He knew facing against the strong 
force, begging or rage would be futile. 


I'll accumulate my strength and wait for my chance. I am convinced I'll be the final victor. 


Something occurred later made Xu Jie even more convinced he had chosen the only correct 
strategy. 


In these years, Xu Jie received one promotion after another and was always handsomely 
rewarded. So much so that he once thought he had gained the complete trust of the emperor, 
until one day, harsh reality shattered his dream. 


On that day, Xu Jie and Yan Song together came to the West Garden to report on the 
matters of the government to the emperor. After they finished, Xu Jie turned and was about to 


leave. Then he was surprised to see Yan Song didn’t move and seemed to be waiting for 
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something. He slowed his pace. 


Then he witnessed what ensued. The emperor took out a five colored ganoderma (raw 
material for making immortality drugs) and handed it to Yan Song. But he said nothing. Yan 
Song just received it, glanced at Xu Jie haughtily, and then proudly walked away. 


Seeing all these, Xu Jie felt very awkward. He now knew in front of these two men, he was 
just a stranger. 


It was His Lord Emperor, who was clever, broke the awkward silence: 


“You are the minister of personnel, so you should mind about running the government. 
Don’t bother yourself with this sort of things like practicing alchemy.” 


The emperor uttered these words with a smile. But in the smile, Xu Jie felt a sense of dread 
that he had never felt before. 


After Xia Yan’s death, Xu Jie conducted himself extremely carefully. He was apprehensive 
in every way. He endured hardships and labored. He fawned and toadied. He did all these to 
ensure he would advance and climb up without fail on this political pyramid, until reaching 
the top and acquiring the trust of the emperor so that he would be able to realize his ambition 
and eliminate the man he hated deeply. 


After years of efforts, he now had come to this position and there was only one step to his 
eventual target, Yan Song. Then at this moment, he suddenly realized that this step seemed to 
be insurmountable. 


Since joining the Cabinet in year twenty one of Civility and Tranquility, Yan Song had 
accompanied the emperor for nearly twenty years. The emperor had gotten used to Yan Song, 
his demeanor, and his meticulous attention. They were not just the sovereign and his official, 


to some extent, they were friends. 


Then the scene of their tacit understanding toward each other also showed Xu Jie that 
perhaps the emperor was willing to promote him and gave him work, but the emperor didn’t 
fully trust him. In the heart of the Son of Heaven, he was nothing but a clerk. He couldn’t be 
compared with Yan Song. 


But that was simply the reality and it was the source of Yan Song’s immense power. Xu Jie 
was almost desperate. But he had no way back. Then once again he bent his knees, knelt down, 
and saluted to the emperor: 


“Yours obedient would like to make elixirs for the emperor. I hope the emperor would 


{7 


grant my wish 


Principle was not important, neither was dignity. Regardless if you are the Supreme God of 
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Heaven, Laotse the Supreme Lord, the Buddha, or Jesus Christ, as long as you believe, then 
I’m not going to oppose. I have to survive and I have to hang on to the last moment. 


I’m going to continue to forbear until the arrival of that day, on which I’ll with my own 
hands wrap the noose around the neck of the man guilty of the most atrocious crimes and let 
him pay with his blood! 


Therefore in the ensuing days, Xu Jie did the following things. First he married his 
granddaughter to Yan Song’s grandson as a concubine. Next, in the Cabinet, he no longer 
handled actual matters. He followed Yan Song strictly. Without Yan Song, he would not make 
any decision. Finally he gave up his residence in Shanghai and moved his home to Jiangxi, 
purportedly in the name of avoiding the Japanese bandits. Thus he became Yan Song’s 
townsfolk. 


Yan Song was not a man who easily trusted anyone, especially a man like Xu Jie, with 
whom he had had some run-ins before. But these tactics were just too lethal. After a few years 
of observation, he found indeed Xu Jie had no unusual actions. 


For the first time in his life, he began to let his guard down. 


To this very obedient and completely docile subordinate, perhaps he didn’t have to be too 
harsh. Yan Song’s attitude toward Xu Jie began to change. He was no longer on constant alert 
against Xu Jie. Although he was still not quite completely assured of his former opponent, at 
least for now, Second Secretary Xu was no longer his enemy. 


Enemy he was no more. Now he had become a servant. 


In the Cabinet, everything was decided by Yan Song. Even when someone came to Xu Jie, 
he would never decide by himself alone. Every time he would say he had to ask the higher up. 
Per Ming laws, there were no real distinctions in terms of seniority among the members of the 
Cabinet. It was up to each individual to decide who had the final words. Back then although 
Zhang Cong was just a cabinet member, he wielded more power than the first secretary. 


But now Xu Jie had become a first grade minister of personnel and the second secretary of 
the Cabinet. Then when matters were presented, he wouldn’t even dare to utter a word. 
Gradually, people began to disdain him. They scoffed at him for doing nothing and as timid as 


a mouse. 
Not long after, Censor Zou Ying Long of the Censorial Council came to his door. 
Anger filled his face. As soon as he saw Xu Jie, he shouted in a loud voice: 


“The lord minister sits at home every day, perhaps he doesn’t know what people outside 


are saying about him!” 
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Zou Ying Long’s courtesy name was Yun Qing. He was a distinguished scholar of year 
thirty five of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1556). At the moment he was a censor of the 
Censorial Council. In the near future, he would become a key figure. 


As a newly anointed official, in addition to being upright in his conduct and disliking Yan 
Song, more importantly he was a loyal disciple of the Theory of Wang, thus he was able to 
gain the trust of the seasoned politician Xu Jie and became his confidant. 


Given they were from the same school of ideology, they hid nothing from each other. He 
very angrily told the lord second secretary that many officials ridiculed him for his timidity 
and fawning. He was nothing but a little concubine of Yan Song’s! 

In that age, such words were probably the most vicious one could use to assail another. 
Back then when Zhuge Liang tried to provoke Sima Yi* to a fight, he employed the same tactic. 

In Zou Ying Long’s mind, upon hearing these words, Xu Jie would be enraged and would 
jump up. But the man he saw was still one remained calm with smiles on his face. 

Thus he became angry again: 

“My lord, you turn on your deaf ears. Have you forgotten Yang Ji Sheng?” 

Once bursting out this question, Zou Ying Long was stunned to see that the smiling nice 


gentleman suddenly disappeared. In his place was a man whose face was full of murderous 
look. 


“T have not forgot.” in a very cold voice he replied to the scolding laid against him, “I have 


never forgot for a single moment.” 


To wait was because it was worth of it. To forbear was for eruption. Believe me, the chance 


that belongs to us will eventually come. 


The winning bet 

Xu Jie continued to remain apprehensive and in absolute obedience in humiliation and 
amid scoffing. He continued waiting and accumulating strength in silence, until one day, he 
arrived at a conclusion. 

In March of year thirty seven of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1558), a usual event occurred. 

Yan Song was accused of being treacherous and doing a disservice to the country by Palace 


Emissary Wu Shi Lai and managers at the Ministry of Justice Dong Chuan Ce and Zhang 
Chong. In Ming, being accused was nothing and there was nothing unusual about it. But the 


* Sima Yi was a general of the State of Wei during the Three Kingdom’s period, once he refused to fight against Zhuge 
Liang, knowing that he was not match against Zhuge. 
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problem was this was not as simple as it seemed. 


Firstly, the three men filed the complaints on the same day. It would be hard to convince 
people there wasn’t a conspiracy. In addition, since the death of Yang Ji Sheng, those who 
accused Yan Song usually didn’t fare well. Fewer and fewer dared to touch the toxicant. Given 
the three men suddenly showed so much courage, if they weren’t excited, then they surely had 
been instigated. 


As about who was the instigator, we just had to trace their personnel files to find the 
answer: Dong Chuan Ce was Xu Jie’s townsman and both Wu Shi Lai and Zhang Chong were 
Xu Jie’s students. Even an idiot would be able to know who was the hand behind. 


Yan Song felt he had been had. He saw this was a well-planned assault by Xu Jie. But he 
deserved the reputation as absolutely the best in politics. He immediately came up with a 
defense strategy. While he wrote to the emperor requesting to retire, behind the scenes he 
secretly indicated it must be directed by someone behind the scenes. 


This was a carefully planned counter measure. Yan Song knew very well the emperor 
feared nothing but secret caballing and conspiracy and he would surely order an investigation. 


Surely enough, the emperor soon issued the order. The three men were imprisoned, 
tortured, and questioned. They were asked to reveal the main instigator. But if the three 
fellows dared to accuse Yan Song, they certainly came prepared. They were almost beaten to 
death by Guards in Brocade but they revealed nothing. The case became a dead one. So they 
could only be thought as having preternatural consonance among them and each acted on his 
own. They were all banished to military service. 


Although Yan Song wasn’t very satisfied with the result, he had to be content with what he 
got. In his mind, he had successfully repelled an attack from Xu Jie. 


But Yan Song overlooked one question. Xu Jie, in his intellectual capacity, should have 
known such an attack wouldn’t yield much result. Then why would he do something futile? 

Thus the answer is: he was wrong. 

The real winner wasn’t him but Xu Jie. It was not an attack but a probe. Xu Jie had achieved 
his purpose. 

Not long ago, Xu Jie met with Wu Shi Lai, Dong Chuan Ce, and Zhang Chong. He asked 
them to write to impeach Yan Song. In addition, he told them in advance it would be an action 
that was destined to fail. The consequence would be they would be fired, sent to military 


service, or even executed. 


Without hesitation, the three men accepted the task. They shared a common belief and had 


a common goal. 
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Just as expected, their effort failed and they were sent to the frontier. But that was only the 
side Yan Song saw. The other result of the matter was not known to him. 


The emperor began to show some impatience. Although he wouldn’t punish Yan Song 
because of the impeachment, for years he had to wipe that fellow’s butt and handle the 
complaints against him. Just as what was written in some history records: “although the 
emperor gently asked him to stay, he nonetheless started to get fed up with Yan Song.” 


In addition, Yan Song overlooked one detail. In the emperor’s intellectual capacity, even if 
there was no evidence, he surely would know the attack was directed by Xu Jie. Although he 
did it for show by sending the three to prison, in the end he was lenient toward them by just 
banishing them. If he wanted to punish Xu Jie, he would be able to use any excuse and he 
didn’t have to use any evidence. 


It was a dangerous signal, which meant Xu Jie’s position in the emperor’s mind had 
improved. It meant when Xu Jie and Yan Song were in a confrontation, the emperor's 
protection would not belong to just one man. 


The foxy and cunning Yan Song saw only the side in his favor. But Xu Jie understood 
everything. He knew very well although the time for a final showdown had not arrived, it 


wouldn’t be far. 


Nonetheless, Xu Jie, recognizing its significance, followed by asking for a leave. He 
withdrew to his home and refused to see anyone, to continue to act like a little guy. He saw no 
one and did nothing. 


Xu Jie once again was in waiting, for opportunities always appear when one is waiting. 
Two years later, when the news of that man’s death arrived, he began to summon his spirit 
again. Intuition told him the opportunity had come to his door. 


Lu Bing was dead. In November of year thirty nine of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1560), 
the exceptionally smart special agent who was a shrewd power player left this world. Overall, 
on his entire life, we probably can give him this appraisal: he was a coward. 


He was born into a prestigious family. He grew up learning the words of the sages. He 
knew Yan Song was a bad guy and knew he did many bad things. But he still collaborated and 
acted in consort with the bad guy. He had provided cover for Shen Lian, protected the Prince 
of Yu, and helped Yu Da You. He was said for having “protected many, serviced the scholars, 
and never wronged anyone”. He was also said for having “never hesitated in helping the good 
ones”. Such were praises not anyone could have obtained easily. 


But he was still a coward. When confronted by darkness, he was afraid to break away, and 
he didn’t dare to resist. What made him feel powerless the most was perhaps the death of Li 
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Mo. 


Li Mo was Lu Bing’s teacher. When he was running the military general exams, he was 
very fond of Lu Bing and paid special attention to promote him. The two became teacher and 
student and a deep friendship established between them. 


Li Mo was an upright man and was also somewhat stubborn. When he was the minister of 
personnel the discord between the two became irreconcilable. No matter how fearful others 
were toward Yan Song, he never yielded to the lord first secretary. When he was running the 
general exam and personally named the topic, Yan Song found a break that would set him up 


toward his demise. 


In that exam, Li Mo made the following the topic: “The Martial Emperor of Han and the 
Jurisprudential Father of Tang made the country flourish by using the best and wisest but later 
in their lives the country wilted when the evil-minded were used.” It seemed to be an ordinary 
topic of discussion on history and there didn’t seem to be any problem in it. 


But thousands of years of history has told us it is who that views and how an issue is 
viewed decide if there’s an issue in an event or about a person. If at the wrong time a wrong 
man is offended, you'll be tormented like being played like a toy without bounds. 


Yan Song evoked his great divine power of imaginary translocation. He alleged Li Mo gave 
this topic in an attempt to implicate the current emperor. Despite these two things had nothing 
to do with each other, after Lord Yan’s relentless effort and bewitchment, Li Mo was 
eventually sent to prison by the emperor and then later died of unexplained death in prison. It 
was a most sinister and atrocious act. 


But, facing everything taking place in front of him, Lu Bing remained silent. He saw in his 
own eyes his teacher was sent to prison and was cruelly tortured to death. But he didn’t dare 
to come forward and didn’t dare to resist Yan Song. 


Despite that he knew right and wrong, he was kind in his heart, he enjoyed immense 
prestige, he occupied high and powerful position, he was the grand tutor (regular first grade) 
and associate master tutor (secondary first grade), and he was the only one who held the titles 
of the three grand lords and three associate lords (the three grand lords were collectively the 
imperial grand tutor, the associate grand tutor, and grand tutor; the three associate lords were 
collectively the master tutor, associate master tutor, and assistant master tutor. Throughout 
Ming, Lu Bing was the only one who held all the titles). 


But he was still a complete coward. 


To Xu Jie, the death of this man was really great news. Although Lu Bing was fine in 
treating others, he was a key ally of Yan Song’s. The man was very shrewd. If Yan Song was to 


343 


Dawn 


be eliminated, he had to be dealt with first. Just like what Yan Shi Fan said, among the three, if 
one had two, no one would be able to oppose them. 


Now Lu Bing was dead and Xu Jie had one fewer powerful enemy against him. But he still 
couldn’t get any other help. Yang Bo was still alive and he also loathed Yan Song very much. 
But the fellow wasn’t willing to get into the fray. He had a very special hobby, he enjoyed 
fighting. 

Zhang Ju Zheng later had said one of the men he admired the most was Yang Bo. The dude 
was famous among the public because he was skillful both as a civilian and military man. He 
was smart and courageous. Not only had he been the defense minister (minster of war), later 
he had been the minister of personnel. His career spanned such wide disciplines that he was 


truly a multifaceted talent. 
The act that was his most brilliant was in a battlefield against the Mongol army. 


In year thirty three of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1554), the Tartars mobilized an army of 
over a hundred thousand men to attack Jizhou. When the news came, the border garrison was 
terrified. They thought they would be finished. But Yang Bo was very calm. He rolled up his 
blankets, climbed up the wall of Gubeikou, and every day he slept on the floor atop of the wall. 
He slumbered soundly and wouldn’t even come down even when he was awake. He stayed 
on the wall to command the battle. If he didn’t go down, no one else dared to go down. For 
days and nights they stayed up there. Pity the Mongols, they assaulted for four straight days 
and nights, but they couldn’t even touch the wall. In the end, they had to withdraw. 


After the battle, as a reward, the emperor promoted him to the right censor general of the 
Censorial Council, a ministry level position, and the minister of war. Later he became the 
governer general of Xuanda. Such was he so cool a guy. Yet, thanks to his love of war and 
disinterest in politics, as well as Comrade Yan Song, he didn’t come to the Court and remained 


everyday breathing the boreal winds. 


Because of Yan Shi Fan’s reminders, Yan Song was on constant high alerts against this man. 
Every time when the emperor thought about Yang Bo and wanted to get him back, Uncle Yan 
either said he was in ill health or said the border was too busy and he couldn’t leave. Just like 
that, Yang Bo spent years on the borders of the motherland. Even if he wanted to help Xu Jie, 
he wouldn’t be able to. 


Then Gao Gong was even more cunning. He neither vied for nor relied on anything. Every 
day, he simply waited for the funeral ceremony of Comrade Civility and Tranquility. Then 
overnight he would turn himself from a slave to a master. 


Despite him maintaining a low profile, he still attracted Yan Shi Fan’s attention. Although 
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the man was exceptionally wicked, he had a keen set of eyes. With the time passing, he 
gradually recognized Gao Gong’s talent and ambition. Thus he came straight to the point: 


“T’ve heard His Highness the Prince of Yu has always been discontent toward my father 
(Yan Song). Is it true or not?” 


It was a question that could be fatal. Gao Gong, confronted by Yan Shi Fan’s question, 
displayed his exceptional ability in his reaction. He replied calmly: 


“That’s pure nonsense. First Secretary Yan is the backbone of the country. The prince has 
accompanied the emperor for years and has always been courteous to Lord Yan. You mustn’t 


believe rumors.” 


These words carried both assurances and threats. In them he said I’m not going to offend 
you. Then he made it clear that Yours Proud is not to be messed with. The Prince of Yu is still a 
prince, you’d better play smart. Of course Yan Shi Fan understood it. So he left after a few 
more moments of chat. Gao Gong knew very clearly the fellow didn’t just suddenly came to 
him and showed his weapon right away in order to satiate himself with idle talks. He sent 
handsome gifts to Yan Shi Fan, which soothed the matter. 


To Gao Gong, keeping the Prince of Yu at safety meant keeping everything at safety. Xu Jie 
being dead or alive was not something he cared. 


Zhang Ju Zheng rather wanted to get into the action. But he now was only the vice- 
chancellor of the central college and a regular sixth grade official. A random pick of officials 


like him in the Court would yield many. So he was essentially useless. 


After several rounds of fruitless ups and downs and changes, Xu Jie finally again came to 
an understanding of the situation: alongside him, there was no reliable help. But in front of 
him, there was still one most dreadful enemy, Yan Shi Fan. 


Hints 


Having dealt with Yan Song for so many years, Xu Jie now saw clearly it was Yan Shi Fan 


that had been the one who kept him staying in power so long and strong. 


Despite Gentle Son Yan was a crippled Cyclops, his intelligence matched by none. He was 
a master of all those things in the officialdom, regardless of explicit or inexplicit rules. His job 
in the Court was the left deputy minister of works and the imperial secretary general. In his 
capacity at the Ministry of Revenue and Population, he was in charge of projects. In his 
capacity as secretary general, he was in charge of important documents. Yan Shi Fan was 


basically the deputy minister of works and the director of Office of Documents. 


345 


Dawn 


These two positions were the most lucrative in the Court. Having Yan Shi Fan to do these 
jobs was tantamount to letting a weasel guard chickens. In addition, mastery of intrigues and 
human psychology was at the apex of human intellect. Anyone who wanted to play intrigues 
was like an amateur waving his sword in front of a master swordsman. 


For instance, a governor general in charge of river dredging was given the assignment to 
repair the Huai River. The Court allocated a hundred thousand taels of silver for the project. 
The fellow wanted to make a little profit from it. Fifty thousand were used to complete the 
project. Then he kept thirty thousand for himself. The remainder surely had to be sent to 
Minister Yan. 


But once Yan Shi Fan got the money, he was still summoned to the Yan house and was 
asked to tender the rest of the money. The lord governor feigned ignorance and said that was 
all that remained and he really had nothing left. 


Boss Yan became angry. When he saw his counterpart wouldn’t take the bait, he smacked 
the desk and rose: 


“Don’t play smart with me here. You still have at least thirty thousand!” 


Upon hearing this, the governor was stunned. He had to tell the truth and tendered the rest 
of the money. Comrade Yan Shi Fan was a gentleman. Some was still left to him. 


The profit was snagged away but the question was still not answered. Yan Shi Fan wasn’t 
at the scene monitoring the project, how did he know how much profit was taken? 


When he saw his counterpart had to submit without resistance, Yan Shi Fan helped him by 
solving the mystery. He took out a sheet showing the appraisals on the project. He proudly 
told his counterpart it was the sheet that told him the truth. Actually he paid much attention 
every time he reviewed the dredging projects. He observed carefully. By and by, he found a 
pattern. In fact the Court had always allocated sufficient funds for repairing levees. Only half 
of the money was needed to get a score of pass. If seventy percent was used, the score would 
be excellent. 


On this project, the score was pass. And he knew his counterpart had taken half of the 
funds. 


On taking bribes and corruption, Yan Shi Fan fully demonstrated his drive in paying 
attention to details and seeking the truth. He was able to be on top of everything and remain 
confident. If one had come to be so smart to such a degree, he had to be at the top of his games. 


But in Xu Jie’s eyes, those were just trivial matters. What frightened him the most was 


another Yan Shi Fan’s special ability. 


The emperor was a very intelligent man. Not only was he a man tough to hoodwink, he 
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was also a man tough to serve. He often did unexpected things, just in order to not let the 
officials learn what was on his mind. Ever since he took up practicing Taoism, he became even 
more unfathomable. He never voluntarily revealed his thinking, which often made his officials 
bewildered. 


To make matters more unpredictable, when he issue orders to his officials, he used a very 
unique method, handing over notes. 


It was not cheating in exams, nor was it designed to ask someone out to go to see a movie. 
In fact it was a very erratic and vicious political trick. 


They were erratic because the notes written by the emperor would not matter much even if 
they were posted as placards on the streets. The words written on the notes were actually not 
about real matters but hints. 


The hints were sometimes just a few words or just a phrase. They looked plain. But behind 


those plain hints there hid the real intentions of the emperor. 


They were vicious because the notes usually were only written to just a few officials in the 
Court for him to convey his thoughts. If you were not smart enough and were not quick 
enough to see the real meaning hidden in the notes, then when you opposed what the emperor 
supported or when you retreated when the emperor advanced, you would be in big trouble. 


But the problem was the correct answers to the hints were in the hands of the emperor only. 
If you were baffled and didn’t understand it, he wouldn’t blame you, but he knew you were 
not smart enough so he wouldn’t trust you with important matters. 

He was convinced only by using this method, would he be able to effectively control 
everyone. 

But once again he was wrong. In this world, he was not the only intelligent man. Yan Shi 
Fan would have to be another one. Interpreting the hints was the other special ability of his. 

In year thirty four of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1555), after Zhang Jing had been 
deposed, Zhao Wen Hua wanted to get Hu Zong Xian, who had recently become the imperial 
inspector, to take the position of governer general. Despite the report had been submitted for a 
long time, there had been no reply. 

Suddenly, one day Yan Song received a note from the emperor. There were only six words 
written in it, which said: Xian too fast? What’s your preference? 

Yan Song mulled for a moment and grasped the meaning. Xian obviously meant Hu Zong 


Xian. What the note meant was that Hu Zong Xian seemed to have risen too fast. So what was 
his idea? 
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Then he got himself ready to say a few kind words on behalf of Hu Zong Xian and 
proposed to promote an official despite of his rank. He prepared the report and just when he 
was about to submit it, Yan Shi Fan came by and learned the full story. Then he laughed. 


“You are wrong,” Yan Shi Fan said proudly, “the emperor didn’t mean that.” 


Then he told his father, the words “what about” didn’t mean what it said, instead, it meant 
Yang Yi*. 

Yang Yi at the time was the right deputy minister of Revenue and Population in Nanjing. 
To the emperor, he was more reliable than the young foolhardy Hu Zong Xian. What the 
emperor really meant was Hu Zong Xian had risen too fast and what do you think of Yang Yi. 


Although it was a question, Yan Song understood it was not really a question. It indicated 
an intention. He immediately wrote to recommend Yang Yi to succeed as the governer general. 


It was just one of the many puzzles from Comrade Civility and Tranquility. Because he 
studied hard when he was young he was very well read. In his notes he often used quotes and 
stories, as well as rarely used words. Only those who were as well learned as him and 


extremely smart were able to solve the puzzles. 
No doubt, Yan Shi Fan was qualified in this seemingly harsh condition. 


In the days ahead, Yan Song had been always able to first to cater to the emperor's ideas 


and gradually he became a man the emperor wouldn’t do without. 


Yan Shi Fan was very proud of this special skill of his. Just like Comrade Civility and 
Tranquility, he thought he was alone in the world in this regard. And he made the same 
mistake. 


In fact he was not the only one who was able to solve the puzzles. In this world, there was 
at least another man that had the same capability. Unfortunately, the man was Xu Jie. 


Xu Jie had been in the same sort of situation. In the note that belonged to him, these word 
were written: on your grace’s age and virtue, which one? 
Upon reading these words, Xu Jie was so frightened that his senses all left him. What the 


emperor seemed to say, does your virtue match your age? 


Look at it from another angle, it can be also translated into this: you are already at this age, 


how come you are so devoid of virtue? 


Usually, if one was not about to do something about someone, he would not have said such 
words. But after a brief panic, Xu Jie calmed down. He once again carefully analyzed the 


*» The literal meaning of the Chinese word Yi is which one or preference. Thus the emperor’s note was basically a word 
game on the word Yi, which happened to be also the name of a person. 
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words and utilizing his intellect and found the correct answer: the word virtue here didn’t 
mean literally, instead it meant Ouyang De”. 


Ouyang De was the minister of rites. The real meaning of the phrase was, between you and 
Ouyang De, who is older? 


Just like that, Xu Jie became the second puzzle solver and was able to solidify his position. 
But Yan Shi Fan knew nothing about these. 


And Xu Jie, being in the dark, was powerless. The problem was obvious. To eliminate Yan 
Song, he had to remove Yan Shi Fan. But Yan Shi Fan was simply too smart and left nothing 
exploitable. 


He could neither advance nor retreat. Once again the match on intellect came to a stalemate 
again. But just when he felt he was bored waiting, an incident took place and it completely 
changed the balance of power of the two sides. 


In November of year forty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1561), thanks to sloppy fire 
prevention, a fire broke out in the palace. It just happened that the place that caught fire was 
no other than the Palace of Longevity in the West Garden and it was the bed chamber of the 


emperor. 


That made the emperor a homeless man. Temporarily he had to move to the Palace of Pure 
Warmth. But it was not a long term solution. Then he summoned Yan Song and asked about 
rebuilding the palace. 


It was not known if Comrade Yan Song had taken a dose of wrong medicine. He had 
several houses and he didn’t care the welfare of his boss. He just casually said: 


“We've just finished renovating the three main halls and we don’t have much material left. 
Your Majesty may consider to temporary move to the south palace.” 


He was asking for death. Even if he suggested the emperor to live in a construction shack, 
it would be better than the south palace, which was a place that the Wise Father of Ming, Zhu 
Qi Zhen had once lived. He was imprisoned there by his own brother and lived through an 


unforgettable period of time. 


Everyone knew that episode of the history. But Lord Yan, in order to suggest a temporary 
solution, managed to suggest the emperor to stay in that unique prison. No one knew what 


was on his mind. 


Just as expected, the lord emperor was livid and he stared at Yan Song angrily. By now, Xu 
Jie, who had been observing everything on the sideline recognized the moment for him to 


°° The emperor played another word game here. The Chinese word De means virtue. 
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show himself had arrived. He at once stepped forward. 


“For the moment Your Majesty has to stay in this side palace. It’s dark, damp, and small. 
Yours obedient can’t stand this. Although the three main halls have just been finished, by my 
estimate, the materials remaining are sufficient to rebuild the Palace of Longevity. In three 
months we can finish the work.” 


Upon hearing these words, the emperor suddenly became very happy. He repeatedly 
praised Xu Jie and also gave him the full authorization on the matter. A felicitous air filled the 
Court. 


At that moment, Yan Song, who was left aside now, shivered. With eyes full of terror, he 
looked at Xu Jie, who was at his side. For years he had never gave due attention to the man 
and never recognized the man could be a threat. Now he finally understood it. But it was 
already too late. 


After years of restraint, Xu Jie finally gained the upper hand for the first time. Looking at 
the old and sluggish figure of Yan Song, ecstasy filled his heart. For years, in this court, Yan 
Song had used all the tricks and intrigues to kill one after another innocent man. As a 
bystander, he witnessed all the tragedies and he also learned all the intrigues. 


Yan Song, it is you who taught me all these. Now I’m going to return everything I’ve 


learned from you to you, without reservation. 


Like a leaking roof in a drenching rain, just when Yan Song was much troubled by the issue 


of emperor’s housing, another strike fell on him. 


His wife was dead. They had been together for decades. Their love and affection toward 
each other was deep. To Yan Song, it was a very somber piece of news. But the matter was far 
more serious than he thought. Behind the somber news was a debilitating disaster. 


Per Ming tradition, when one’s mother died, the son had to mourn. The important task 
naturally had to be overtaken by Yan Shi Fan. But that meant Yan Song was in trouble. It was 
Yan Shi Fan who had written all the green verses and provided the ideas. Having the son 
going to keep the vigil meant his work was finished. He could neither solve the emperor’s 
puzzles nor handling the complex situations. 

The emperor grew trust him less and less and more fond of Xu Jie day by day. Those fence- 


sitters also changed their allegiance. The strength of the Party of Yan was greatly reduced. 
Ever since he had become the first secretary, this was the first time he felt so vulnerable. 


If he let it continue like that, his demise was just a matter of time. But as a cunning man 
who had been in politics for over forty years, he would not just meet his end without a fight. 
To save himself and turn defeat into victory, he finally came up with an idea. 
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Soon after, one day after finishing his work at the West Garden, Yan Song found Xu Jie and 
indicated he would invite him to dine at his house. He implored him to come. 

Xu Jie, as promised, came at the appointed time. After some initial pleasantries, they began 
eating. But half way through the meal, Yan Song suddenly paused. He summoned out 
everyone in household, old and young. They stood in front of Xu Jie. Suddenly, led by him, 
everyone knelt down. Then dozens of people had the entire floor of the house occupied. 


Before Xu Jie could react, Yan Song, in a very sad and pitiable voice, said: 


“T am old and I can’t expect to live long. I entrust all of my unworthy offspring to your 


care.” 


To the younger man and junior in rank and the enemy having fought him for years, Yan 
Song, without hesitation, knelt down. Although he was reluctant, he knew very well in the 
current situation, where the enemy was strong and he was weak, he had to submit to the 
humiliation. It was the only way to disarm his enemy. 


Seeing what was happening before him, Xu Jie fell into a deep thought. What was in front 
of him now seemed to be very familiar. 


Oh, yes, it was fifteen years ago, both Yan Song and Yan Shi Fan knelt before Xia Yan and 
implored him to show mercy and vowed to part from their past wrongs. 


It was three years ago when Wang Shi Zhen knelt before Yan Song, with tears streaking 
down his face and wailing aloud, only to beg Yan Song to show leniency to his father. Then 
Yan Song amiably held him up and promised to do his best to save Wang’s father. 


Therefore he at once went forward and pulled up Yan Song and made it clear: 
“Please Lord First Secretary, don’t worry, everything will be on me.” 

Yan Song, are you now frightened? You finally want to get out of this? 

But all is too late. You must know this is a game that one cannot quit. 


To satisfy your greed and interest, you killed Xia Yan, Shen Lian, and Yang Ji Sheng. You 
abandoned the ordinary people moaning under the heels of Altan’s cavalry. You have violated 
all the rules of the game. Now you want to wash your hands. It’s impossible. 

It’s not a game, but a cruel gamble and you cannot quit until you lose all the wealth you’ve 
won and all of your antes. That’s because what I want to take from you is not your seat as the 
first secretary, not even your life, but everything that’s yours. 

With just kindness and honesty one won't be able to do anything in dealing with you. I'll 
vanquish you in my own way. 


All for the belief and justice, to which I adhere. 
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Disciples 


Everything seemed to be clear now. Lu Bing was dead, Yan Shi Fan left, and the emperor 
grew bored of him. The good times of Yan Song, the old fox, seemed to be nearing an end. 


But, Xu Jie discovered even with the situation advantageous to him, the opportunity that 
he had waited for a long time still didn’t appear. Decades of experience in political fighting 
told him if he launched an attack, he must pursue it to the end. But before he was sure of the 
victory, he absolutely could not move unless he was fully prepared. 


The emperor couldn’t be without Yan Song any more. Since year seventeen of Civility and 
Tranquility, in over twenty years, Yan Song had been with him almost every day from 
morning to night. Yan Song knew his temperament and what he liked. The two formed a 
relationship that was beyond the relation between a monarch and his official. Yan Song was 
able to gain the full confidence of the emperor and utilize the trust to eliminate those who 


opposed him in order to benefit himself. 


In other words, even if there was a schism between the two, it didn’t mean Yan Song was 
finished. The worst would be just some verbal admonishments or a censure. It would be a 
remote fairy tale to talk about removing him from his position or confiscate his properties. 


Xu Jie knew this and he was not in a hurry. He had been waiting for over twenty years and 
he didn’t mind to wait a few more years. He had already gained the advantage. What he 
needed now was the final decisive blow. 


Xu Jie was no longer afraid of waiting. In the past years, the bloody fights made him 
understand that in this political race of endurance, regardless how much spotlight one enjoyed 
at the moment, only those who was able to hang on to the end were the real victors. And 


comparing to Yan Song, he enjoyed one overwhelming advantage, he was young. 


It doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter. Life is still long. Even if I can’t put you to death by 
fighting you, I can out last you. 
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Counting on waiting for taking part in Yan Song’s funeral ceremony, Xu Jie began another 
round of idle wait. He initially thought this time he would have to wait very long again. But 
soon, the arrival of an unexpected guest broke all the tranquility. 


On what Tang Shun Zhi said before he left, there had been always some doubts in Xu Jie’s 
mind. He had attempted to ask to get to the bottom of it. But unexpectedly, in year thirty nine 
of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1560), the mysterious comrade was dead of over work. 


Everybody dies, but man, you at least should leave a word to me to have everything fully 
explained. Now you've left a puzzle to me, what’s that? Just when Xu Jie was left scratching 


his head and pondering what to do, that man actually really emerged. 
This was a man that was no stranger to Xu Jie, although the two had never met before. 
His name was He Xin Yin. 


Over thirty years ago, the great Wang Shou Ren left Four Commandments of the Theory of 
Mind at the Bridge of Heavenly Spring. Soon after that, he graced out of this world. But the 
reality was thoughts never die. His Philosophy of the Mind tenaciously lived on and 
flourished. 


But in the glorious tradition of scholarly world, as long as something is about thoughts and 
theories, there must be some quarrels among schools. The Philosophy of the Mind was no 
exception. 


After the death of Wang Shou Ren, his disciples were split into two factions because they 
had different ideas. The right was thought by the later generations as the faction that inherited 
the true spirit of the theory. They were also called the River Right Faction. But surprisingly the 
flag bearer of the faction was not a student of Wang Shou Ren’s direct line of descendant. He 
didn’t even study under Wang Shou Ren. He was Xu Jie’s teacher, Nie Bao. 


Despite he was not considered a disciple of direct line of descendant, through his hard 
study and relying on his solid scholarship, Nie Bao became one of the leaders of the River 
Right Faction. On the other hand, Qian De Hong and Wang Ji, the two disciples who were the 
direct descendants, actually partially modified Wang Shou Ren’s theory and became the left 
faction of Wang’s philosophy. They were also called the Mid-Zhe Faction. Therefore, although 
both Xu Jie and Tang Shun Zhi were the disciples of the second generation, they belonged to 
different factions. 


But actually, the faction that had the greatest impact to later generations was not the above 
two factions, but rather another obscure faction at the time, the Taizhou Faction. 


Forming the second branch of the left, the Taizhou Faction was the most radical faction, 
whose ideas were also the most pugnacious. The man who founded the faction was Wang Gen, 
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the most unruly student of Wang Shou Ren’s. 


The man who back then even wanted to hoodwink Wang Shou Ren by wearing a white 
garment and donning a white hat on the streets was also a man who was not content at 
leading a peaceful life and having a steady job. Under his interpretation, the Philosophy of the 
Mind had become a sharp sword in resisting the Confucian ideology. Not only the Four Books 
and Five Classics were severely condemned, even Confucius the Saint became the subject for 


criticizing. He Xin Yin was exactly the disciple of this faction. 


We leave the issue of gangs and factions here. So now we can see that a big shot was 
indeed a big shot. In just over thirty years after Comrade Wang Shou Ren’s death, there 
already sprout out so many different factions. In addition, because they had different opinions, 
they often fought and scolded at each other like in life and death struggles. Despite that they 
were all the descendants of the House of Wang, their relationships were not good. 


And as the most eccentric man of the Taizhou Faction, He Xin Yin had a very intricate 
background. 


He Xin Yin’s original name was Liang Ru Yuan. He was born in year eleven of Just Virtue 
(AD 1517). Although the fellow was neither a senior official nor a prominent aristocrat and 
was plain looking, he was rather a very powerful man. He built a wide network and had 
complicated social connections. In today’s words, this was a man who was at ease at both the 
bright and dark sides. 


Even more intriguing was that the man had no firm convictions, nor was anything taboo to 
him. He disdained the imperial authority. He believed in neither gods nor immortality. He 
severely condemned Confucius. The books of the Saints that were thought as the bibles were 


just dog shits in his eyes. Besides his real name, he also acquired a nickname, Mad He. 


In addition, he abhorred the Confucian code of ethics. He openly promoted individualism. 
He thought the government was useless except making troubles without purpose and it would 
be better to just get rid of the government. In those times, he was probably an anarchist and a 
man dangerous to the society. 


Precisely because his ideas were so radical and he enjoyed making troubles, even his 
comrades in the Taizhou Faction didn’t like him. For example, despite Zhao Zhen Ji, the senior 
official in the Court, later the minister of rites and the grand academician in the Cabinet, being 
in the same faction, rather disliked the bombastic and unruly fellow. They never associated 


with each other. 


But irrespective of their difference, in the end, they differed in only ideas. As the disciples 
of the Philosophy of Wang, they always adhered to the same belief and strategy: when the 
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Prince of Ning rebelled, they hit the Prince of Ning; when Yang Ting He abused his power, 
they pushed out Yang Ting He. The world was changing and the tides ebbed and flowed. But 
they stood like a rock in a torrent and never wavered. 


Now it was Yan Song, who thought to enrich only himself, was derelict of his duties, killed 
the innocents, built wide networks of patrons, and occupied the high and powerful positions. 
The flame of Wang Shou Ren’s spirt was once again ignited. They would right the wrongs. 
They would use their bare hands to fight dragons and snakes! 


It was under the shining lights of the flaming fires, Xu Jie, the second generation disciple of 
the River Right Faction, He Xin Yin, the second generation disciple of the Taizhou Faction, and 
the dead Tang Shun Zhi, the second generation disciple of the Mid-Zhe Faction, removed their 
own factional differences. Once again the three factions united to pursue the same common 
goal. 


Surprising to Xu Jie was that He Xin Yin understood very well the current circumstance. 
Again they did a survey of the strength of both sides. Then they discovered actually the 
strength of Wang’s disciples was so strong. 


Besides those small fish and Xu Jie himself, Ouyang De, the minister of rites and the man 
who had been the subject of a puzzle, was a loyal follower of the Philosophy of the Mind. Xu 
Jie’s teacher Nie Bao had also been the minister of rites and the grand tutor to the crown prince. 
If they counted out these old men, then they still had Zhao Zhen Ji, the right deputy minister 
of revenue and population and Li Chun Fang, the left deputy minister of rites and the old 
classmate of Zhang Ju Zheng, and others. 


But the problem was, although there were bunch of ministers and deputy ministers among 
these men, no one was as gifted as Lu Bing and Yang Bo. So they couldn’t be brought to use. 
The one who could really be of use was only Xu Jie. 

Perhaps he thought Xu Jie was still not dispirited enough, He Xin Yin further pointed out 
another cruel fact: 

Even you, Xu Jie, is still useless. 

For years, you have been mulling the same problem: how to get rid of Yan Song. You’ve 
worked hard and you’ve endured. You only want to find the answer to the problem. But in 
fact, the answer has always been in front of you. You just failed to see it. 


The answer is actually very simple. In this world, there is only one man, the emperor, that 
can get rid of Yan Song. 


The emperor is already over fifty. He is no longer the man who toys officials. Despite he is 
too much into Taoism and too used to Yan Song’s service and bewitching, he is still the 
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emperor and a smart emperor. 
Under this man’s control, no one, except him, can venture to get rid of Yan Song. 


In other words, even if Yan Song no longer enjoyed the emperor’s confidence and even 
when the timing was right, to completely get rid of Yan Song, they still needed the emperor’s 
assent. By just Xu Jie’s influence, it was an impossible task. 


Reluctantly Xu Jie agreed with He Xin Yin. But he was not discouraged. He knew the 
solution was perhaps in the mind of the man in front of him: 


“Do you have a solution?” 
¥ 


“Yes, [have.” He Xin Yin replied confidently. 


Godly answers 


In this world, everyone encounters things to which he knows no answer. Even the smartest 


people are of no exception, including the emperor. 


But if one has a question and can’t obtain an answer. His first reaction is to ask. But if no 


one has the answer, then whom should he ask? 


The emperor encountered such a difficult problem. He had many questions, like the 
prospect of the country, if there would be natural disasters next year, how long could he live, 
and etc. To these questions, officials didn’t dare to answer because he was the emperor and 
very opinionated, if someone dared to show he was smart, then he could be killed if he was 


not careful. 


But that didn’t hinder the emperor. He very quickly came up with a way to solve the tough 
problem. If he couldn’t ask a human, then he would ask gods. 


Although gods don’t live with us in the same neighborhood and they neither telephone us 
nor use the internet, after prolonged scientific study by the people of our country, we finally 
found ways to communicate with gods and immortals. For example, voodoos, séances and 
other high tech methods, all as well-known trash, have been preserved to present day. 


But all those methods were used only by ordinary people. An emperor surely had his own 
way of doing it. The system used by the emperor was called Inquiring the Devine. 


Inquiring the Devine was a rather mysterious sort of thing. Roughly the method was the 
emperor wrote his question on a piece of paper, had it sealed, and then delivered by a eunuch 
to a Taoist. Then the Taoist monk would publicly burn it, which signified that the question had 
been delivered to gods. That completed the questioning part. 


Then where to find the answer? You can’t just expect to have a brick falling down from the 
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sky and on the brick a few big words are written: “I don’t know.” 


The correct procedure was like this. First there must be a sand table, on which a frame was 
erected. There were two tree branches on the frame and the sticks were held to the frame by 
two eunuchs with their fingers. Once the Taoist had burned, no, delivered the emperor’s 
question to gods, the two began to act like they are suffering seizures. They closed their eyes 
and allowed their fingers to write randomly in the sand. The answer from the gods was thus 
there. 


Perhaps someone may ask, what if what they had written was like graffiti, then what 
would they do? Let me tell you, it didn’t matter. The lord emperor of course would study it. 
After all, we can’t expect the calligraphic skills of the gods be any better. 


For over twenty years, the emperor had always used this method to communicate with 
gods, exchange ideas, and ask questions. Thus a problem arose again. By the emperor’s 
temperament, how could he have studied for decades those indecipherable symbols appeared 
in Inquiring the Devine sessions? 


The emperor was not a patient man. The answer is, what he saw was not indecipherable 
symbols but legible Chinese words. 


Actually by laying one’s figures on a stick, he could write out normal answers. But it 
required one condition. He had to be on purpose. As long as he was not bewitched by a 
daemon and as long as he was still conscious, his wrist would allow him to write legible 
Chinese characters. Of course this was not the ideas from gods but rather his own answer. 


In other words, what Mr. Civility and Tranquility took so many pains to get from the 
hotlines with gods were nothing but works by a few Taoist monks and eunuchs. But because 
he believed the message from Heaven so much, he still willingly and irregrettably believed it 
for decades. 


Actually we can’t blame those Taoist monks and the eunuchs. They had to do what they 
had to do. You wrote those stupid questions and you don’t want people to read them. Then 
you insist on messages from gods. If we just scribe randomly you won’t be able to understand. 
When you are not able to understand you show your temper. In the end it’s the people who 
serve you get in trouble. Monks or eunuchs are here for earning a living to just feed 
themselves. Why bother to make life hard for everyone? Better just let’s keep fooling each 
other. 


In this game, the key person was not the emperor but the monk who burned the paper. 


Because he was the man who forwarded the emperor’s question, he was also the most 
critical link. Therefore this position was always held by a monk the emperor trusted the most. 
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For example, initially it was Shao Yuan Jie, later it was Tao Zhong Wen, and now it was Lan 
Dao Xing. 

Lan Dao Xing was a man worthy of his name’. He was rather good at practicing Taoism. It 
was said he was exceptionally accurate in telling fortune and physiognomy. He was very well- 
known. And he was recommended to enter the palace to serve the emperor and also took 
charge of burning notes. 


The first step of He Xin Yin’s plan was realized here. 


This Lan Dao Xing was surely a Taoist monk. But besides believing in Laotse the Supreme 
Lord, he also believed in Wang Shou Ren. 


As a Taoist and a friend of He Xin Yin’s, Lan Dao Xing was no less interested in the 
Philosophy of the Mind then practicing Taoism and alchemy. As a loyal disciple of the 
Philosophy of Wang, they shared a common enemy, Yan Song. 


Nothing was more complicated than this moment of the political situation. Yan Song was 
on a slide and began to retreat for defense. Xu Jie was on the rise but couldn’t fully eradicate 
his enemy. Amid the thick fog, the clear-headed and wise He Xin Yin finally found the only 
point for a breakthrough, the emperor. 


The emperor was too smart a man. He guarded himself against his officials and disliked 
eunuchs. But he also had a weak point. He trusted Taoist monks. Only the monks could gain 


his trust and only the monks could influence his decision. 


Soon after in a session of Inquiring the Devine, Comrade Civility and Tranquility had an 
in-depth communication with gods. 


This time, Comrade Civility and Tranquility asked a very profound question: why hasn’t 
the country been in good shape? 


Of course, according to the procedure, the question he asked was sealed and only gods 
should have known it. But when he handed the note to Comrade Lan Dao Xing to forward, 
because the Lord God were on a business trip, Sorcerer Lan surely didn’t hesitate and 


temporarily took the job as an agent. 


When the note that had the question written on it was burned in front of everyone, 
operated by the eunuchs who were in seizure, the reply from the god was displayed on the 
sand table. 


“The treacherous are in power and the wise are not being used! (special note, the 
exclamation mark has been kindly provided by Yours Truly)” 


*7 The Chinese word Dao is the same as the word Tao in Taoism. The word Xing means practice. So his name can be literally 
interpreted as “Practicing Taoism”. 
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When he saw god’s reply, the emperor followed by a second note: 

“Who are the treacherous and who are the wise?” 

God replied again: 

“The treacherous are ones like Yan Song. The wise are the ones like Xu Jie.” 


In this sense, both Yan Song and Xu Jie enjoyed high name recognitions. Even the god 
knew them. 


The hoodwinking continued. But if you think Comrade Civility and Tranquility was easy 
to fool, then you are wrong. 


The exceptionally smart emperor issued his inquisition: 
“Tf so, why hasn’t the treacherous been condemned by Heaven?” 


I am convinced when Lan Dao Xing peeped at the question, he must be extremely nervous. 
But he didn’t panic and instead he made a perfect reply: 


“This is left to the emperor to decide!” 


All right, Lord Heaven had his self-esteem. The emperor was finally satisfied. Yan Song’s 
fate was sealed. 


If Lord Heaven began to disdain Yan Song, then it’s better to let him go a little farther. 
Otherwise Lord Heaven is probably not going to endorse on his report of requesting for 


immortality. Perhaps after that day, this was Comrade Civility and Tranquility’s real feeling. 


The news was quickly sent to Xu Jie, who was instantly excited. He knew the moment he 


had been waiting for years had finally arrived. 
Then he got together with Zou Ying Long. 
“Now it’s time to act.” 


When Zou Ying Long heard these words, without hesitation he agreed. After humiliation 
and restraint, the time to retaliate had finally arrived. 


“TIl write to impeach Yan Song right away!” He rolled up his sleeves and wanted to do it 
immediately. 


But with a mysterious smile, Xu Jie stopped him: 
“Of course an impeachment is going to be written, but the subject is not Yan Song.” 


Zou Ying Long was befuddled for a moment. They he nodded his head. A full grown 
ginger root is spicier. No question, the real target should be another man. 


He immediately went home and wrote the famous memorial. Although in history the 
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literary skill displayed in this memorial is far inferior to the ones written by Yang Ji Sheng and 
Hai Rui, nonetheless it was potent. 


Pretty soon the emperor saw the unique essay, which had a direct opening: 


“Yan Shi Fan, the deputy minister of works, protected by his father’s power, abuses power 


{7 


and is corrupt beyond description 


Due to the length of the essay, there is no need to copy more here. After enumerating many 
crimes committed by Yan Shi Fan, Zou Ying Long wrote something rarely seen in a censure for 
impeachment: 


“Yours Obedient requests the beheading of Yan Shi Fan in public so as to warn all other 
disloyal and treacherous officials!” 


He showed his knife. It was truly a bloody affair. 


Although Zou Ying Long in doing this was just following the order, he should still be 
commended. At the end of the memorial, he also wrote down these words: 


“If a single word in what I’ve written is false, I’m willing to die of the punishment of the 


1” 


law 


That was what was said in the legend as in the game on one’s life. Overall, the main 
argument of the essay was nothing but this: 


Yan Shi Fan is a bad man. He has committed numerous crimes. I ask Your Majesty to kill 
him. If a single word in what I’ve written is false, then I ask Your Majesty to kill me! 


The anger that had been accumulating for twenty years finally erupted. There was no need 
to restrain and retreat anymore. Life and death and success and failure were all in this one bet! 


The bet was a hit. It was the right man, at the right moment, and destroyed the right target. 


Xu Jie was indeed exceptionally smart. He knew Yan Song had lost the emperor's 
confidence. But he knew even better that for their friendship of over twenty years, the emperor 
wouldn’t be so cruel as to punish Yan Song. To completely defeat Yan Song, they had to first 
defeat Yan Shi Fan. 


Yan Shi Fan was Yan Song’s idea tank and also the backbone of the Party of Yan. More 


importantly, to this man, the emperor had no reason to be lenient. 


Pretty soon, the emperor showed his rage. He issued several edicts in succession. He had 
Yan Shi Fan arrested and sent to prison. Yan Song also received an edict, which basically said: 
Although your son is guilty, I’m convinced those have nothing to do with you and you are 
innocent. But you are his father after all so at least you bear the responsibility for educating 


him. I pity you. Now I’m removing all of your official positions. You don’t need to work 
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anymore. You should go back home to enjoy your retirement life! As to your salary, I'll 
continue to pay regularly. 


Now, it was May of year forty one of Civility and Tranquility (AD 1562). 


When Yan Song received the edict, he felt he had been struck by a thunderbolt. He had 
predicted there would be such a day, but he didn’t expect the day would come so soon and 
with so much ferocity. But an old rascal was an old rascal. He once again resuscitated the trick 
he had used before. In public he submitted memorial to acknowledge his guilt. But privately 
he wrote to the emperor begging the emperor for leniency. He said he was still in good health 
and he would still be able to work for a few more years (so he could graft for a few more years) 
and wanted to continue to devote all of his energy to the Great Ming. 


He waited, but the answer he got back was not the emperor’s urge to ask him to stay and 
gratitude. Instead it was the urge from the Court officials asking him to leave: you are a man 


on course to retirement, why don’t you go on your way now? Go now! 


Just like that, Yan Song, who had been an evergreen tree in politics, having muddled in 
politics for half of his life, and been the first secretary for over ten years, was finally brought 
down. Now it was five years since the death of Shen Lian, eight years since the death of Yang 


Ji Sheng, and fifteen years since the death of Xia Yan. 
But victory eventually came. 
Again and again history has revealed the following truth to us: 


Justice may come late, but she will never be absent. 


Finale? 
Everything had gone well. Yan Song was brought down, Yan Shi Fan was imprisoned, and 
the Party of Yan was shattered, victory seemed to be already Xu Jie’s. 


Just as Zou Ying Long was enjoying the sensational rise of his fame for his hit memorial, 
Yan Shi Fan was down in the dumps chanting in prison, and joy and ecstasy filled the Court, 
Xu Jie was at a place no one expected to visit a special guest. 


The place he went to was Yan Song’s home. He went there to succor Yan Song’s injured 


soul. 


Just like everyone else, Yan Song was greatly surprised. But after the surprise, he was also 
extremely grateful. What a time is this? Yet Comrade Xu Jie is still so loyal. He is truly a good 
man. And he expressed his gratitude in great profusion. 


What we are certain about is Xu Jie didn’t go mad and he also wouldn’t suddenly change 
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his nature to practice munificence. As the initiator of all these, he did what he did because he 
knew very well it was not done yet. 


It was a very accurate assessment. In such an exhilarating show that the struggle that had 
lasted for over ten years, featuring the most powerful party of treacherous men in Ming so far, 
and in an age in which wisdoms, intrigues, and geniuses flourished could not just had its 
curtain drawn down so hastily. 


The real show was just at its beginning. Xu Jie had made his move. Now it was Yan Song’s 
turn. 
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